Building Community in the Classroom for Culturally Linguistically Economically Diverse Gifted Learners by Norberto-Whipple, Michelle Elaine
University of Denver 
Digital Commons @ DU 
Electronic Theses and Dissertations Graduate Studies 
2020 
Building Community in the Classroom for Culturally Linguistically 
Economically Diverse Gifted Learners 
Michelle Elaine Norberto-Whipple 
University of Denver 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.du.edu/etd 
 Part of the Gifted Education Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Norberto-Whipple, Michelle Elaine, "Building Community in the Classroom for Culturally Linguistically 
Economically Diverse Gifted Learners" (2020). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 1813. 
https://digitalcommons.du.edu/etd/1813 
This Dissertation in Practice is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Studies at Digital 
Commons @ DU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized 






BUILDING COMMUNITY IN THE CLASSROOM FOR CULTURALLY  
LINGUISTICALLY ECONOMICALLY DIVERSE GIFTED LEARNERS 
   
 
A Dissertation in Practice  
Presented to 
the Faculty of the Morgridge College of Education 
University of Denver 
   
 
In Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 
Doctor of Education 
 








© Copyright by Michelle Norberto-Whipple 2020 





Author: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Title: BUILDING COMMUNITY IN THE CLASSROOM FOR CULTURALLY 
LINGUISTICALLY ECONOMICALLY DIVERSE GIFTED LEARNERS 
Advisor: Dr. Norma Hafenstein 
Degree Date: June 2020 
 
Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in a classroom with culturally linguistically economically diverse (CLED) gifted 
learners in a semirural school district who underachieve. The central research question 
was, how does actively building classroom community interact with CLED gifted 
learners who underachieve? The research questions were the following: What are 
educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve? How do educators 
implement community-building in the classroom? What are parents’ perceptions of 
actively building community in the classroom with CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve? The four primary categories that emerged were (a) meeting learners’ 
socio-emotional needs, (b) providing choices to promote independence, (c) differentiation 
of content, process, and assessment, and (d) engaging with families to connect with the 
child. Generalizations from these categories led to the emergence of three overarching 
themes: empowerment, safe environment, and teacher-family relationships. These 
findings indicated that actively building community in the classroom has a positive effect 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
“It is through others that we become ourselves”  
(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 97)  
 
Persistent Problem of Practice 
What impact does creating a sense of belonging through classroom community-
building have on culturally linguistically economically diverse (CLED) gifted learners 
who underachieve? The increased diversity of CLED learners and students with advanced 
learning abilities in American classrooms may cause teachers to struggle to build 
classroom communities, strengthen relationships within classrooms, and enable learners 
to feel like contributing group members (de Wet & Gubbins, 2011). 
Because nearly half of America’s public-school learners come from CLED 
backgrounds, a disproportionate number of CLED students receive gifted services 
compared to gifted learners from the dominant culture who do not come from lower 
socioeconomic status (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). Among the 
CLED gifted learners receiving gifted services is a disproportionate number of 
underachieving learners (Ford et al., 2014). Numerous scholars attribute this disparity to 
deficit educator mindsets (Ford et al., 2008, 2014; Milner & Ford, 2007). The lack of 
knowledge educators have of ever-changing classroom demographics is an essential 
component in narrowing the gap between CLED learners receiving gifted services and 
academic achievement (Milner & Ford, 2007). Removing remediation as the focus and 
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replacing learning support with a culturally responsive curriculum is a means of enabling 
learners to not only identify with the curricula materials, but to initiate and strengthen 
teacher-student relationships (Ford et al., 2008).  
Additional factors contributing to educators’ deficit mindsets of CLED learners, 
including biases against certain cultural groups, lower achievement expectations for 
CLED learners, and unfamiliarity with the unique characteristics of CLED learners (Ford 
et al., 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; Frasier et al., 1995; Sternberg, 2007). Educators 
unfamiliar with or who have stereotypical biases of CLED learners might overlook gifted 
behaviors in CLED learners, thus failing to nominate those learners for gifted services 
(Ford et al., 2008). CLED learners cognizant of their underrepresentation in gifted 
programs identify their classrooms as having less-supportive climates and poor teacher-
learner relationships; as such, CLED learners lack a sense of belonging, which influences 
their academic achievements (Ford et al., 2008).  
The overuse of labels in education is another contributing factor to educators’ 
deficit mindsets of CLED gifted learners (Lee & Anderson, 2009). A myriad of 
descriptors categorize learners whose first language is not English, including English 
language learner (ELL) and culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD; Lee & Anderson, 
2009). Often, educators only apply these labels to indicate deficiencies, minimizing the 
learners’ abilities and “the rich sociocultural histories of the learners’ identities” (Lee & 
Anderson, 2009, p. 181). Educators’ misperceptions of CLED gifted learners stem from 
commonly accepted labels that indicate who the learner is or should be (Lee & Anderson, 
2009). An educator could focus on addressing the deficit first instead of the whole child. 
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Educators might also provide systematic support to improve the learners’ deficits with 
little or no consideration of abilities or attributes (Lee & Anderson, 2009). Gibbs (1999) 
asserted that students’ lack of academic performance and behavioral issues are products 
of interactions with their teachers and learning environments. A learning environment in 
which educators focus on students’ deficits results in strained instead of strengthened 
student-teacher relationships and is a contributing factor to students lacking a sense of 
belonging. 
According to Milner (2015), structural and system inequalities in schools inhibit 
learning for children living in poverty whose first language is not English or whose 
culture is not the dominant culture. Teachers’ classroom practices can be pivotal to what 
a child learns; examining the broader structural influences, such as culture, social class, 
and poverty, can have a greater impact on the child and society (Milner, 2015). A 
school’s structured system of inequalities could lead to limited identification for gifted 
services and the improvement of academic achievement (Milner, 2015). Culture, social 
class, and socioeconomic status (SES) are common prejudices and inequalities pervasive 
in U.S. society (Milner, 2015). Educators should remain cognizant of the impact of 
inequalities in the classroom for CLED gifted learners (Milner, 2015).  
Ignoring cultural and SES differences is not a solution for addressing the 
inequalities of underachieving CLED learners who do not receive gifted services. 
According to Adkins (2019), “Don’t ignore color or gender—that’s ignoring my identity. 
Let’s celebrate those things, and let’s celebrate those differences” (as cited in Andrew & 
Reis, 2019, p. 1). Ignorance, indifference, and biases are forms of deficit thinking that 
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perpetuates the inequities and academic gaps that exist with CLED gifted learners 
(Wright et al., 2017). Celebrating differences, such as culture, language, and SES, is a 
means of strengthening relationships and building a sense of community among all 
stakeholders (i.e., educators, learners, and their parents); such a celebration is also a way 
for public school educators to increase the academic achievement of all learners 
(Westheimer, 1996). Bryk and Schneider (2003) identified strengthening relationships 
built on trust among school stakeholders as a means of improving learners’ academic 
achievement.  
According to Westheimer (1996), engaging in meaningful relationships by 
actively building classroom communities with learners begins by acknowledging the 
differences and the difficulties of such a monumental task. Education reformers who 
advocate for the creation of mutually friendly working environments do not focus on the 
differences among people, such as culture, SES, religion, and politics; however, 
educators who disregard learners’ unique attributes threaten the foundation of the 
community (Westheimer, 1996). Learners’ differences could include cultural ethnicities, 
SES, or religious practices. Sergiovanni (1994, as cited in Westheimer, 1996) proclaimed 
that if educators evade the responsibility of addressing individuals’ differences, the 
ambiguity of those differences can cause conflict.  
Personal Context 
I attended Lutheran schools for elementary and high school. The Long Island 
neighborhood in which I grew up had become all Black, and my parents did not want me 
to attend the neighborhood schools, fearing I would not receive a quality education. To 
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my parents’ delight, the Lutheran schools were in White neighborhoods. I rode a bus for 
more than an hour to and from school with other children whose parents felt the same as 
mine. All the students rode transportation to these private schools, some in yellow school 
buses and others in limousines. For as long as I can remember, I felt like I did not belong. 
Year after year, in each grade level, there were only a few others in my classes who had 
brown skin. Classroom teachers did not address culture or ethnicity in the early 1970s. 
The teachers did not speak about the differences among students, as they taught in a 
Lutheran school; the equality of all in God’s eyes was the prevalent belief in that 
environment. I noticed the differences as I stepped off the bus each morning, feeling 
anxious and insecure. I did not ask questions or raise my hand when I did not understand 
the material because I was afraid of looking less intelligent.  
In math classes, my internal conflict and insecurities intensified and adversely 
affected my academic progress. Over the years, I developed a fear of math. When I 
changed careers and began teaching, I told myself that I would feel comfortable teaching 
the primary grades. For a few years, I felt safe teaching third grade until I met Dr. Carl H. 
Seltzer, the mathematician and author. Dr. Seltzer conducted a 2-day, countywide 
workshop for teachers and gave me new insight into math and my abilities with math.  
Dr. Seltzer shared many stories of his childhood over the 2 days of training. At 
times, he made us laugh; other stories led me to recall having similar feelings as a child. 
Before long, the workshop participants were sharing their past experiences, as well. 
During the workshop, sometimes we collaborated on projects and sometimes we 
independently engaged in productive struggle. No one in the room felt afraid to answer 
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questions or embarrassed when providing incorrect answers. We felt safe enough in that 
environment to take risks. Dr. Seltzer validated my entrenched insecurities and explained 
how I had been taught incorrectly. When I identified my troubles as starting with algebra, 
Dr. Seltzer countered that the problem started long before algebra and proceeded to teach 
me fractions using pattern blocks. My confidence was through the roof by the end of the 
workshop.  
After the workshop’s second day, Dr. Seltzer gave the participants a book he had 
authored (Seltzer, 2000) as well as his telephone number. For the next several months, I 
contacted Dr. Seltzer for every question, large or small. I am sure he regretted giving 
participants his phone number, but he was too kind to say anything. Approximately a year 
later, I registered for an Algebra I course at the local community college. I wanted to 
make sure that this newfound confidence was not a delusion, and it was not: I earned a B 
in the course. 
Who would have thought that I, overwhelmed with feelings of self-doubt and not 
belonging, could ever engage in competitive robotics and mathematics teams? I create a 
safe environment and teach, as Dr. Seltzer explained, visually, kinesthetically, and 
patiently. Whether I am teaching math or another subject, my students know that 
whatever their struggle, it is only a matter of time before they solve their problems. 
Eventually, learners feel safe enough to share their stories of success and disappointment 
with their peers as members of the learning community. Strengthening relationships is a 
means of building trust between teachers and students and improving learners’ academic 




According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2019), 
Between fall 2000 and fall 2015, the percentage of students enrolled in public 
elementary and secondary schools decreased for students who were White (from 
61% to 49%) and Black (from 17% to 15%). In contrast, the percentage increased 
for Hispanic students (from 16% to 26% percent) and Asian/Pacific [Islander 
students] (from four percent to five percent) at the same time. (para. 1) 
As cultural diversity grows within American classrooms, teachers must make concerted 
efforts to diversify curriculum and instruction, build a sense of belonging through 
community-building, and foster safe, collaborative environments where students can 
learn (Tharp et al., 2000, p.36). For students to succeed in the 21st century, teachers must 
make concerted efforts to minimize competition and focus on building collaborative 
environments (Noddings, 2013). Noddings (2013) continued, “We are living in a global 
community—that is, we are trying to build such a community, and the keywords now are 
collaboration, dialogue, interdependence, and creativity” (p. 1). Real educational 
reformers deemphasize competition and do not obsess over international test scores. 
From the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB; 2002) to the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA; 2015), reforming American public schools by improving international test scores 
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No. % No. % No. % No. % 
 
3,329,544  1,937,350  58.2  8,710  0.3  105,371  3.2  93,603 2.8 
Note. Number and percentage of public-school students enrolled in gifted/talented 
programs by race/ethnicity and English proficiency, school year 2013–2014 ("Civil 
Rights Data Collection (CRDC)", 2020). 
CLED gifted learners often underachieve in American school settings (Ford, 
1995; Grantham & Ford, 2008; Moore et al., 2005). CLED learners perform poorly on 
high-stakes state achievement tests, earn lower grades, and drop out of school at higher 
rates than their White counterparts (Ford, 1995; Grantham & Ford, 2008; Moore et al., 
2005). The objective of NCLB was to raise test scores and close the achievement gap 
between high- and low-performing learners, especially between CLED learners and their 
more advantaged peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2018b). Designed to provide fair, 
equal, and high-quality education for CLED learners, NCLB mandated state leaders to 
develop high-quality teacher training, academic assessments, and curriculum according to 
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national standards. According to NCLB, educators from states, districts, and schools are 
accountable for striving to reach 100% proficiency for all students (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2018b). After NCLB (2002), ESSA (2015) was an attempt to level the 
achievement gap between high and low performers.  
The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS; 2019) is a 
quasi-longitudinal study of mathematics and science test scores of fourth- and eighth-
grade international students conducted every 4 years since 1995. Consistently, TIMSS 
scores for American students fall in the bottom third of participating countries. In the 
1995, 2003, 2007, and 2011 assessments, the TIMMS and PIRLS International Study 
Center (2019; see Tables 1.2 and 1.3) showed increasing average math and science 
achievement growth data from countries such as Korea, Japan, and Singapore. Nations 
with declining average achievement growth include the United States, Italy, and Australia 
(Rutkowski et al., 2012). 
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Table 1.2. Exhibit 1.5: Trends in Mathematics Achievement (Fourth Grade) 
Country 
 Average mathematics achievement 
 1995 2003 2007 2011 2015 
Australia  495 499 516 516 517 
Chinese Taipei   564 576 591 597 
Czech Republic  541  486 511 528 
Denmark    523 537 539 
England  484 531 541 542 546 
Germany    525 528 522 
Hong Kong SAR  557 575 607 602 615 
Iran, Islamic Rep. of  387 389 402 431 431 
Ireland  523   527 547 
Italy   503 507 508 507 
Japan  567 565 568 585 593 
Korea, Rep. of  581   605 608 
Netherlands  549 540 535 540 530 
New Zealand  469 493 492 486 491 
Norway (4)  476 451 473 495 493 
Russian Federation   532 544 542 564 
Singapore  590 594 599 606 618 
Sweden    503 504 519 
Turkey     469 483 
United States  518 518 529 541 539 
Note. Trends in mathematics achievement show differences in average mathematics 





Table 1.3. Exhibit 1.5 Trends in Science Achievement (Fourth Grade) 
Country 
 Average science achievement 
 1995 2003 2007 2011 2015 
Australia  521 521 527 516 524 
Chinese Taipei   551 557 552 555 
Czech Republic  532  515 536 534 
Denmark    517 528 527 
England  528 540 542 529 536 
Germany    528 528 528 
Hong Kong SAR  508 542 554 535 557 
Iran, Islamic Rep. of  380 414 436 453 421 
Ireland  515   516 529 
Italy   516 535 524 516 
Japan  553 543 548 559 569 
Korea, Rep. of  576   587 589 
Netherlands  530 525 523 531 517 
New Zealand  505 520 504 497 506 
Norway (4)  504 466 477 494 493 
Russian Federation   526 546 552 567 
Singapore  523 565 587 583 590 
Sweden    525 533 540 
Turkey     463 483 
United States  542 536 539 544 546 
Note. Trends in science achievement show changes in achievement for the countries and 
benchmarking participants with comparable data from previous TIMSS assessments. 
NCLB and ESSA efforts to raise the academic achievement of all public-school 
students went unrealized. Noddings (2013) asserted that the push to reform America’s 
educational system was not to equalize the disparity between the disadvantaged and the 
advantage but driven by corporate America’s desire to be a competitive international 
leader in the sciences, education, and industry. Competition is an integral part of 
American culture. Noddings believed that the drive to be the best at all costs is the root 
cause of the deteriorating educational system in the United States. Educators should 
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begin educational reform by deemphasizing national standards and emphasizing 21st-
century thinking skills to promote a sense of belonging (Noddings, 2013). Collaboration, 
critical thinking, and creativity are essential skills at every level, personal, occupational, 
political, and global.  
National representation of CLED gifted learners in gifted programs is a critical 
issue (see Table 1.1; NAGC, 2019). Cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic factors can 
contribute to the underdeveloped and underrepresented CLED gifted learners (Ford, 
1995; Grantham & Ford, & Whitley, 2008; Moore et al., 2005). The lack of 
representation of traditionally underrepresented CLED learners in gifted programs within 
schools is likely the result of identification methods that fail to accurately detect all 
students with high potential, especially those from diverse backgrounds coupled with 
inequities in opportunity (Ford, 1995; Grantham & Ford, & Whitley, 2008; Moore et al., 
2005). 
Situational Context 
On a local level, state school district leaders examining the persistent problem of 
building a sense of community with the increasing number of CLED learners in the 
classroom must give special consideration to gifted students who underachieve. School 
districts are regions within a state often comprised of several towns that provide 
administration for the state’s public-school system. The school district of this study’s 
community partner is the 17th-largest district in the Southeastern U.S. state, with 63% 
(43 of 68) of schools receiving federal Title 1 funding (State Department of Education, 
2011). There are two pathways for gifted eligibility in the district: Plan A and Plan B. 
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Students who qualify for Plan A must achieve a composite score of 130 on an intellectual 
quotient (IQ) test (Southeastern State Plan for Gifted Education K–12, 2017). Plan B 
students who qualify for free and reduced lunch under the Title 1 program must achieve a 
composite score of at least 116 on an IQ test for eligibility for gifted services (State Plan 
for Gifted Education K–12, 2017). In both Plan A and Plan B, students must exhibit 
gifted characteristics as well as a need for gifted services.  
According to the Gifted Coordinators’ Quarterly Report (Southeastern State 
Department of Education, 2019) and the Southeastern State Plan for Gifted Education 
(2017), there were 202,265 gifted learners in the state during the 2018–2019 school year. 
Table 1.4 shows the number of gifted learners in the Southeastern state from 2015 
through 2019. White gifted learners account for 39.5% of the total learners in the 
Southeastern state and more than half (53%) of the total gifted learner population (see 
Table 1.5). White learners comprise the majority of gifted program classrooms in the 
Southeastern state. 
Table 1.4. State K–12 Gifted Membership State Total 
School year Total population Total gifted  Percentage gifted 
2015–2016 2,792,234 165,445 5.6% 
2018–2019 2,846,857 202,265 7.1% 
Note. State K–12 gifted membership state totals from Southeastern State Department of 
Education website. The data from 2016 to 2018 for State K–12 gifted membership state 
total was not collected by the state. 
Hispanic learners comprise 31% of the student population in the Southeastern 
state, yet their representation receiving gifted services is 28% There is not as much 
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representation for Hispanic learners in the Southeastern state’s gifted programs as White 
learners. There is a considerable underrepresentation of Black learners (nine percent) as 
opposed to their White and Hispanic counterparts when compared to their total 
population of 23% within the state. At the state level, there is a disproportionate number 
of White gifted learners receiving gifted services compared to their counterparts from 
other cultural, linguistic, and lower SES backgrounds. Table 1.5 shows the racial 
demographics of gifted learners in the Southeastern state from 2018 to 2019 school year.  
Table 1.5. Racial Demographics Southeastern State Gifted Population 
Racial demographics 
Southeastern 









in gifted (%) 
White 39.46% 52.6% 1.33 
Hispanic 31.34% 28.06% 0.90 
Black 22.51% 9.22% 0.40 
Asian 2.64% 6.15% 2.33 
Other (2 or more races) 3.35% 3.61% 1.10 
American Indian/Alaska Native 0.32% 0.22% 1.45 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander  0.15% 0.11% 1.36 
Note. Gifted learner racial demographics in the Southeastern state from 2018 to 2019 
adapted from the Southeastern State Department of Education website.  
In the community partner’s school district, the student population is 43,817 and 
the gifted population is 2,869, for a percentage of 6.5%, less .6% of the state’s gifted 
population. The district has 3,552 LEP learners and 27,437 low SES learners, 967 of 
whom are gifted. Table 1.6 indicates the LEP and low SES demographics of gifted 
learners in the district containing the community partner. There were no available data on 
the district’s cultural and racial demographics. 
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Table 1.6. District K–12 Gifted Membership Total 




School district  43,817 2,869 6.5% 
Limited English proficiency 3,552 14 0.4% 
Lower SES families 27,437 967 3.5% 
Note. Gifted learner LEP and lower SES demographics in the Southeastern state school 
district from 2018 to 2019 adapted from the Southeastern State Department of Education 
website.  
More than half (63%) of the district’s total students come from lower-SES 
families, but only 34% of learners from low SES receive gifted services (see Table 1.6). 
At the school district level, there is an underrepresentation of gifted learners from low 
SES families. In 2007, the Southeastern Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights sent letters to 16 of the Southeastern state districts under court jurisdiction 
for desegregation of public schools to reexamine desegregation policies (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2007). The district in this study received a letter due to its history of 
underrepresenting CLED students for gifted services (“Civil Rights Division: Case 
Summaries,” 2020).  
In July 2013, as a partial response to the OCR’s 2007 court jurisdiction for 
desegregation, the Southeastern district provided the U.S. Department of Education, 
Office for Civil Rights (OCR) with an action plan outlining efforts to increase the 
identification and representation of African American students in its gifted program. 
Components of the action plan included the following: an examination of the tests to be 
administered to students; altering the matrix by student when evaluation students scoring 
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between 115 and 129 on the intelligence test; and training to all faculty tasked with 
referring students to the gifted program (“Civil Rights Division: Case Summaries,” 
2020).  
Community Partner 
This study’s voluntary community partner was the principal at a pre-kindergarten 
through fifth-grade public elementary school in a semirural Southeastern U.S. school 
district (see Appendix A). The school has a Center for Advanced Studies at the 
elementary level for the integration of science, technology, engineering, art, and 
mathematics within the curriculum and classroom instruction (School Website, 2019). 
The school receives Title I funds and is a community-eligibility provision school eligible 
for federally funded assistance due to high numbers of children from low-income families 
(Southeastern State Department of Education, 2011). Educators at the school use Title I 
Part A funds to provide supplemental instructional materials, equipment, and personnel to 
help students meet the rigorous state standards.  
The community partner’s Title I status was vital for its selection for this study, as 
the status aligned with the study’s purpose and methodological approach. Understanding 
the underachievement of CLED gifted learners is not only a personal concern, as 
evidenced through the personal context, but a requirement for national and situational 
data. With a better understanding of CLED gifted learners’ underachievement at the 
situational level, the researcher anticipated generalizing solutions that would have an 
effect on CLED gifted learners at the state and national levels. 
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Research Questions and Methodology 
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in a semirural district in a classroom with CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve. With a focus on educational practices, the central research question for this 
study was, what impact does actively building classroom communities have on 
underachieving CLED gifted learners? 
 The research questions were:  
1. What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve?  
2. How do educators implement community-building in the classroom? 
3. What are parents’ perceptions of the impact of classroom active community-
building on CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
The research approach for this study was a qualitative case study design. 
Researchers conducting case studies organize social data to review the unit as a whole 
(Best & Kahn, 2006). This study entailed the collection and review of data from a single 
school, principal, and teacher. Although the design was a single case study, the 
typicalness, not the uniqueness of the case, was the focus of attention (Best & Kahn, 
2006). From this single case study, the researcher generalized to other cases with similar 
theoretical conditions (Yin, as cited in Best & Kahn, 2006). Probing and analyzing the 
interactions between educators’ practices of active community-building in a small, self-
contained classroom and CLED gifted learners who underachieve was a starting point for 
further research on this complex phenomenon and future professional development of 
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faculty. The sense of community theory (McMillan and Chavis, 1986) served as a 
theoretical framework to explore this complex phenomenon. 
Theoretical Framework 
Many psychological and social factors could cause a CLED gifted learner to 
underachieve in the classroom, such as social pressures, family dynamics, and self-
perception (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). A sense of community theory is a means 
of addressing the psychological need and translating the need to a higher level of success 
in school (Faircloth & Hamm, 2011). The learners’ sense of community indicates their 
accomplishments in the classroom, their school commitment, and the value they place on 
learning (Goodenow & Grady, 2010). Researchers and theorists have begun to view the 
classroom as a social place where learners can benefit from peer interactions and from a 
teacher who focuses on collaborative relationships with students to build a classroom 
community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
The sense of community theory is also known as the psychological sense of 
community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) used 
psychology in a broader application of community. In this study, the theory indicated the 
teachers’ practices of fulfilling the students’ need to belong and the degree to which 
teachers welcome students so that they feel part of the class community (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986). The study was a means to determine in what manner teachers invite 
students to feel they are an influential part of the group and share emotional connections 
with their teachers and peers. 
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 The perception of actively building community in the classroom with 
underachieving CLED gifted learners is not a new phenomenon. Building community in 
the classroom by strengthening relationships between all stakeholders (i.e., educators, 
learners, and parents) is a means of increasing the academic achievement of all learners 
(Faircloth & Hamm, 2005, 2011; Goodenow & Grady, 2010; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
Westheimer, 1996). Similarly, cultural relevant pedagogy and culturally responsive 
teaching are approaches that strengthen relationships and increase academic achievement. 
However, the researcher intentionally examined the interaction of community building 
and CLED gifted learners. The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of 
building community in the classroom and the impact of those perceptions on 
underachieving CLED gifted learners in the classroom. 
Conclusion 
Nationally, there are steadily increasing numbers of gifted learners who 
underachieve, especially those from CLED backgrounds (Reis & McCoach, 2000). 
Similar conclusions are possible from the local data presented, as well. Reis and 
McCoach (2000) indicated a need for additional studies but that researchers have 
exhausted and should discontinue correlational studies of common characteristics of 
underachieving gifted learners. Reis and McCoach suggested focusing on what causes 
gifted learners to underachieve:  
Positive self-concept appears to correlate with student achievement, raising an 
interesting but unanswered question: Does low self-perception cause 
underachievement or does underachievement result in a deterioration of self-
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perception, or does a third exogenous variable influence both self-concept and 
scholastic achievement? (Reis & McCoach, 2000) 
The focus of this study was determining how to establish a sense of belonging through 







Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 
The literature review examined research on the types and causes of 
underachievement in CLED gifted learners and how their needs interact with McMillan 
and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community theory. The first section contains definitions of 
gifted, the asynchronous development of gifted learners, and the unique needs of gifted 
learners. The second section includes the contributing factors to the underachievement of 
gifted students, such as teacher bias and parent perceptions of CLED gifted learners. Also 
presented is literature on the terms community, dialogue, and school learning 
communities, followed by an examination of the literature on gifted CLED learners and 
the need to build classroom communities.  
 The final section presents how Maslow’s (1966) theory of motivation and 
Vygotsky’s (1978, 1987) sociocultural theory contribute to the sense of community 
theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986). Following the contributions of Maslow and 
Vygotsky is an attempt to relate the underachieving gifted learners’ needs to the sense of 
community theory. The conclusions drawn from connecting the theory with 
underachieving CLED gifted learners align with the claim that educators must prioritize 
actively building communities in classrooms.  
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Definition of Terms 
 Several terms used throughout this study have multiple definitions. The following 
list of terms presents definitions as used in the context of this study to clarify and fully 
understand the phenomena. 
Collaboration: How people work together to create value and new sources of 
value (Senge, 1990). 
Community: Social settings where members care about and support each other, 
actively participate in and have an influence on the group’s activities and decisions, feel a 
sense of belonging and identification with the group, and have shared values and goals 
(Goodenow, 1993; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Solomon et al., 1992). 
Culture: The set of ideas, beliefs, assumptions, and norms widely shared among 
a group of people used to guide their behaviors (Brislin, 1993, as cited in Tharp et al., 
2000). 
Culturally diverse learners: Gifted students from culturally diverse groups, 
including Black, Hispanic, American Indian, Pacific Islander, and other minority students 
(except Asians) (de Wet & Gubbins, 2011). 
Dialogue: “An active exchange of ideas back and forth…a free flow of meaning 
between people…a group accesses a larger pool of common meaning which cannot be 
accessed individually” (Bohn, 1986, as cited in Senge, 1990, p. 223). 
Discussion: An exchange of views in which there is ultimately one prevailing 
view (Bohn, 1986, as cited in Senge, 1990). 
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Economically diverse learners: Learners from families of lower socioeconomic 
status where financial disadvantages negatively effects all aspects of the learners’ life, 
such as health and education (Plucker and Puryear, 2018, as cited in Callahan and 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018). In this study, poverty, lower SES, and financially disadvantage 
will be used interchangeably. 
Linguistically diverse learners: English language learners from various ethnic 
and cultural backgrounds (De Wet & Gubbins, 2011). 
Motivation: An innate force or desire that causes someone to act (Maslow, 1943). 
School culture: An atmosphere in which school staff members strive to work 
with all children and families to meet every student’s learning needs (Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
School reform: The process of transforming an entity from a unitary 
organization, such as a rank and file setting, with only one person in charge to a 
differentiated organization containing varied, simultaneous, related, and appropriate 
activities (Tharp et al., 2000). 
Social pressures: Peers’ influences on people to change their attitudes, values, or 
behaviors and to conform to those of the influencing group or individual (Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
Framing the Persistent Problem of Practice 
 The more researchers and educators examine underachievement data and question 
disparities in the achievement of CLED learners, the closer they are to bridging the 
achievement gap (Siegle et al., 2018). Teachers who build classroom communities enable 
 
 24 
learners to feel like contributing group members and motivate CLED learners to excel 
(Siegle et al., 2018). Members of the community have significant roles in closing the 
achievement gap (Siegle et al., 2018). According to Ford et al. (2008), all educators, 
teachers, school counselors, and administrators should honestly examine their respective 
school contexts to make changes and seek the preparation and knowledge necessary to 
work with gifted learners, CLED learners, and gifted CLED learners. Opening the doors 
to gifted education is long overdue. 
Defining Giftedness 
Merriam-Webster’s definition of “asynchronous” (2020) is something that does 
not occur simultaneously or concurrently in time. The definition applies to gifted 
children. There is a disparity between gifted children’s intellectual, emotional, and 
psychomotor capabilities (Silverman, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
Gifted children experience asynchronous development between their advanced cognitive 
abilities and their social and emotional growth. For example, a 12-year-old gifted child 
could have the cognitive skills of an adolescent but the social skills of an 8-year-old 
(Galbraith & Delisle, 2015).  
Many find the term “gifted” difficult to accept due to its connotations of elitism 
and separatism (Delisle, 2014). Although the concept of giftedness and gifted education 
might indicate elitism, these are not new concepts, but indicate abilities that should be 
nurtured. According to Delisle (2014), 
Anyone who believes that identifying gifted children and providing educational 
options for them is a new idea or a fad has either a short memory or a limited 
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grasp of history. …The philosopher Plato advocated testing children for potential 
giftedness (although the term itself, gifted, was not used) and once found, 
preparing them for leadership roles by providing advanced educational 
opportunities. (p. 1) 
There are many definitions of giftedness and gifted education. The U.S. Department of 
Education (2002) provided a definition of the NCLB Act:  
The term gifted and talented, when used with respect to students, children, or 
youth, means students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement 
capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or 
in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily 
provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities. (p. 125) 
Before NCLB, Congress passed the Jacob Javits Gifted and Talented Students 
Education Act (Javits Act) in 1988 to support the development of talent in U.S. schools 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1993). The Javits Act, which is the only federal program 
specifically for gifted and talented students, does not provide funding to local gifted 
education programs (U.S. Department of Education, 1993). Under the Javits Act, gifted 
students are those who demonstrate “evidence of high-performance capability in areas 
such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity or in specific academic fields 
and who require services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to 
fully develop such capabilities” (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p.1 para. 1). 
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In 1972, former U.S. Commissioner of Education Sidney P. Marland, Jr. 
developed a report for Congress entitled The Education of the Gifted and Talented. 
Marland (1972) defined gifted and talented children as: 
Those identified by professionally qualified persons who by outstanding abilities 
are capable of high performance. These are children who require differentiated 
educational programs and services beyond those generally provided by the regular 
school program to realize their contribution to self and society. …Children 
capable of high performance include those with demonstrated achievement and 
potential ability in any of the following areas, singly or in combination: general 
intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or productive thinking, 
leadership ability, visual or performing arts, and psychomotor ability. It is this 
definition that public education has adopted when educating gifted learners in the 
classroom. (p. 20) 
Researchers continue to use Sousa’s (2009) definition of giftedness as a scaffold to build 
upon as needed by any group or organization interested in defining the term: “Giftedness 
is what people in a society perceive to be higher or lower on some culturally embedded 
scale” (p. 9). Sternberg (2007) elaborated upon Sousa’s definition and emphasized the 
influence of cultural values:  
Diverse cultures have different conceptions of what it means to be gifted. 
However, in identifying children as gifted, we often use only our conception, 
ignoring the cultural context in which the children grew up. Such identification is 
inadequate and fails to do justice to the richness of the world’s cultures. It also 
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misses children who are gifted and may identify children as gifted who are not. 
(p. 161) 
A culturally embedded scale indicates giftedness and may appear differently for a 
learner from a rural environment than for a student in an urban environment (Sternberg, 
2007). School districts in the same state might have slightly different gifted definitions 
and policies to provide for their communities’ specific needs. In most communities, 
including academia, giftedness indicates a high-performance capability (VanTassel-
Baska, 2010). Sternberg’s definition of giftedness was appropriate in this study due to its 
emphasis on cultural influences. 
Understanding Needs of the Gifted Learners 
According to the Marland Report (1972), gifted children need differentiated 
educational programs to develop their capabilities thoroughly. Well-designed and 
implemented gifted services provide benefits not only to the gifted learners who directly 
receive services, but to all learners (Renzulli, 2019). Gifted programming standards 
provide the foundation for effective educational practices for gifted learners as well as the 
emergence and development of talent and intelligence in learners with potential who may 
not have had opportunities to develop (Eckert & Robins, 2017). According to the 
National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, 2010), “Standards…grounded in 
theory, cognitive and social science research…focus on student outcomes, [reflect] an 
emphasis on diversity and emphasizes a relationship between gifted education, general 
education, and special education” (p.1para. 1). Effective gifted education services have a 
foundation of student-centered environments, curriculum, outcomes, and instructional 
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strategies to support CLED gifted learners (Reis & McCoach, 2000). Gifted education 
has integrated a student-centered support system to first provide for the learners’ abilities 
and interests (Reis, 2008). Educators challenge learners academically or creatively or use 
problem-solving skills to achieve high performance (Reis, 2007). 
Increasing the rigor of curriculum standards might have served as academic 
achievement for students in a general education classroom. However, this system did not 
work for learners identified as gifted. The NCLB (2002) initiative resulted in test-based 
school accountability across the nation. Gifted learners’ socioemotional and academic 
needs were not concerns in American classrooms where “teachers and principals 
admitted that academically diverse populations receive very little, if any, targeted 
attention in their schools” (Moon et al., 1995). According to Reis and Renzulli (2018), 
effective gifted education services are a means of fostering higher levels of thinking and 
creativity in gifted learners as well to support learners not identified as gifted. 
Curriculum, instructional strategies, and assessments are three areas in which instructors 
implement gifted education pedagogy in the classroom (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). 
Educators must differentiate the school district curriculum to meet the needs of all 
learners (Reis & Renzulli, 2018). 
Differentiating requires engaging all learners by integrating the content across 
disciplines, implementing learning experiences based on student interest, and using 
flexible pacing to accommodate acceleration or further exploration (Reis et al., 2007). A 
curriculum modified for the learner’s ability and interests provides all learners with the 
opportunity to excel. According to Reis et al. (2007), “The use of enrichment and 
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curriculum enhancement results in higher achievement for gifted and talented learners as 
well as other students” (p. 5). The most effective instructional strategies are those 
engaging to all learners; as Sousa (2009) noted, “The instructional techniques help 
students see a purpose to the new learning and have opportunities to probe for 
understanding and relevance. Such process skills might involve higher-level thinking, 
creative thinking, problem-solving, and independent or group research” (p. 53).  
Providing learners with choices in demonstrating their knowledge is a gifted 
education pedagogy for personalized learning. When learners get involved in the 
decision-making process, they feel empowered to take ownership of their learning (Lewis 
et al., 2012). Lewis et al. (2012) suggested educators apply gifted education pedagogy—a 
student-centered environment, curriculum, outcomes, and instructional strategies to 
support the needs of culturally, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse ability 
learners—to all students to enable a wide range of student achievement in various areas 
and at different levels. Gifted curriculum models and instructional strategies are methods 
educators can use to help all learners excel (Lewis et al., 2012; Reis et al., 2007; Reis & 
Renzulli, 2018). 
Culturally Linguistically Economically Diverse Gifted Learners 
 Teachers often initiate the referral process for learners receiving gifted services 
and programming in schools (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Teachers’ perceptions 
of students’ needs, including those of ELL and CLED learners, determine the referral 
process’s outcome. Because nearly half of America’s public-school students are CLEDs, 
there is a disproportionate number of CLED learners receiving gifted services compared 
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to gifted learners from the dominant culture who do not come from lower SES 
backgrounds (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  
Narrowing the gap of CLED learners receiving gifted services and academic 
achievement requires addressing the lack of knowledge educators have of ever-changing 
classroom demographics (Milner & Ford, 2007). All stakeholders must understand and 
acknowledge the achievement barriers and the needs of gifted learners from CLED 
backgrounds to address underrepresentation and disproportion (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 
2014). The teachers’ and learners’ individual experiences have an influence on teachers’ 
perceptions of learners’ needs (Ford, 2012). 
Culturally Diverse Gifted Learners 
The lack of scholarship on the social-emotional and cultural needs of Black gifted 
learners is a consequence of the lack of attention and development of Black gifted 
learners in these areas (Scott, 2012). There is considerably more literature on the 
academic underachievement of Black gifted learners and concerns of identification and 
access to gifted services than on the affective needs and social-emotional issues that 
could result in underachievement (Ford, 2011; Scott, 2012). Black gifted students 
commonly exhibit social-emotional issues, such as negative attitudes, low self-
motivation, and low self-perception (Scott, 2012). Mickelson (1990) and Ford (2008) 
found psychological and social issues, such as the attitude-achievement paradox in which 
Black learners verbally endorse the importance of education for future success but put 
little effort into their schoolwork.  
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Ford (2011) identified several traits of Black gifted learners as a result of the 
underdevelopment of these needs, such as fear of success, underachievement, 
nonconformity, heightened self-awareness and feeling different, idealism, and a keen 
sense of justice. Some traits exhibited by Black gifted learners can result in interpersonal 
and intrapersonal conflicts (Scott, 2012). Black gifted learners could follow the fear of 
success instead of sacrificing social relationships. An example of Black gifted learners’ 
interpersonal conflict is the development of poor study skills that result in 
underachievement and feelings of hopelessness (Scott, 2012).  
Some social-emotional issues result from the lack of a social bridge between the 
general education classroom and the gifted program (Kaplan, 2011). The social, personal, 
and academic bridge is a socialization process for newly identified gifted learners from 
urban areas. The socialization process includes “shaping a common set of curricula, 
social, and cultural role meanings to facilitate the importance of membership and 
participation in a gifted program” (Kaplan, 2011, p. 63). Examples of a structured process 
could include workshops for parents and students to experience the gifted program’s 
teaching and learning (Kaplan, 2011). An informal socialization process might include a 
buddy-system relationship between an existing member and a newly identified member 
(Kaplan, 2011). 
Members of the Navajo population, the largest culture comprised of the 
Dine ́people, populate mountainous, remote rural regions of the United States (Bauch, 
2001). Educational barriers that consist of cultural marginalization, poverty, and living in 
remote rural areas have an adverse effect on the academic potential of Navajo learners’ 
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identification for gifted programs (Bernal, 2007; Ford, 2007; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 
2004, as cited in Gentry & Fugate, 2012). Ford (1998), Miller (2004), scholars from the 
U.S. Office for Civil Rights (2002), Yoon, and Gentry (2009, as cited in Gentry & 
Fugate, 2012) found that Navajo learners identified for gifted programs report exiting 
from programs due to: 
A lack of belonging related to a lack of cultural peers and culturally competent 
teachers and a lack of appropriate academic preparation and support. African 
American, Latino/a Native American, and children from poverty are five to 10 
times less likely than their White middle-class or affluent counterparts to be 
served in talent enrichment or gifted education program. (p. 633) 
Gentry and Fugate (2012) believed that Navajo learners faced a “triple threat” to their 
academic achievement. These learners contend with poverty, the marginalization of their 
culture, and the challenges of living in a rural region (Gentry & Fugate, 2012). 
Providing Navajo learners with culturally relevant education—such as bilingual 
instruction and curriculum in which educators recognize the spirituality of traditional 
culture, strategies for combining traditional culture with contemporary techniques, and 
community collaboration—are means of helping Navajo learners to achieve at higher 
levels (Demmert et al., 2006; Gentry, 2010; Tonemah & Brittan, 1985). As with other 
marginalized cultures, early identification and talent development in spiritualistic/ 
naturalistic, visual/spatial, creative problem-solving, musical/artistic, and communication 




Linguistically Diverse Gifted Learners 
Gifted Hispanic or Latinos of any race learners and ELLs comprise approximately 
21% of the total gifted learner population in the United States, Hispanic 18% and ELL 
2.8%, respectively (Civil Rights Division, 2020). Learners from 22 cultures identify as 
Hispanic, which presents additional challenges in identifying and meeting the needs of 
linguistically gifted learners (Castellano, 2011; Siegle et al., 2016). Hence, educators may 
identify Hispanic students as ELLs depending on their native languages and English 
proficiency. Accordingly, Kitano and Espinosa (1995) indicated that educators must 
understand the varied language characteristics of this population, including learners’ 
language proficiency in the primary languages and in English, their backgrounds, and 
their advanced abilities. 
There are many commonalities among learners from Hispanic cultures, including 
language, traditions, religious beliefs and practices, family structures, and dietary 
customs. However, Hispanic learners nonetheless comprise a heterogeneous group 
(Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 2013). Although this group has many similarities, educators 
should not make generalizations about Hispanic learners. Gifted learners differ in 
“attitudes and beliefs as a result of the interaction with their families, their culture[s] of 
origin, and the American culture” (Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 2013, p. 49). 
When cultivating a supportive environment for gifted linguistically diverse 
learners, Abellán-Pagnani and Hébert (2013) suggested several benefits central to the 
social and emotional well-being of linguistically gifted diverse learners. A multicultural 
curriculum with faces and experiences that resemble those of the learners is a way to 
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instill pride and self-esteem (Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 2013). Linguistically diverse 
gifted learners tend to have close family ties; therefore, frequent communication between 
school and family is a means of building relationships (Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 2013). 
Often, linguistically diverse gifted learners have immigrated to the United States and 
learning to speak proficiently in another language while adapting to new cultural values 
and traditions results in stress for learners and their families (Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 
2013). Creating an environment in which the learners and their family members feel 
appreciated and belong is a way to improve the learners’ self-concept and self-esteem 
(Abellán-Pagnani & Hébert, 2013). Including a socio-linguistic-cultural dimension in 
defining the population to reflect these variables. 
Economically Diverse Gifted Learners. 
As Hammond (2017) noted, “Poverty is not a culture; no one chooses to live in 
poverty. Poverty is a by-product of a structural racialization and economic inequality that 
is established by society. It is a coping mechanism for families” (46:18). Poverty is more 
than the economics of family income; rather, it is a social construct with far-reaching 
effects on gifted learners’ education (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018). The domino effect 
of poverty has an impact on learners’ health and abilities to learn, in part due to less 
nutritious food. Poverty affects learners’ exposure to stimulating environments; low 
family income presents limitations for available housing (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 
2018). Poverty affects the quality of school choices for low-income neighborhood 
schools where financial constraints can result in limited advanced classes and higher 
teacher turnover (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018). Additional barriers might come from 
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limited familial support of education beyond schools, such as family trips, museums, and 
extracurricular activities (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2018). 
Kaplan and VanTassel-Baska (2011) believed there is a push-and-pull dilemma 
felt by gifted learners from financially disadvantaged families. The push occurs when the 
learner recognizes the significance of gifted identification and the perceived possibilities 
of participating in a gifted program while experiencing the perceived pull away from 
family, friends, and the community (Kaplan & VanTassel-Baska, 2011). The first step in 
understanding how to resolve the push-pull conflict is awareness from both learners and 
teachers (Kaplan & VanTassel-Baska, 2011). Cross (2013) expressed that educators must 
want to learn about these children and their living conditions to understand the students 
and their behaviors and thus effectively teach them. 
Gifted learners from financially disadvantaged families tend to be ignored or 
categorized with other marginalized groups when referring to access, identification, or 
achievement in gifted programs (Cross, 2013). There is a need for minimizing the impact 
of poverty on gifted learners, as giftedness emerges regardless of the home or school 
environment (Cross, 2013). Children from low- and high-income families are at first 
relatively equal in early prediction of their abilities as future innovators; over time, 
however, children from low-income families fall behind (Bell et al., 2017). The 
differences in their childhood environments may contribute to the disparities (Bell et al., 
2017). Childhood environments encompass many elements, including “residential 
segregation, access to college, and exposure to innovation via family…the quality of 
kids’ schools and the educational opportunities found therein” (Finn & Northern, 2018, 
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para 3). If educators do not cultivate the talents of children from low-income families in 
the public-school system, society will continue to lose many potential Einsteins before 
they can graduate from high school (Bell et al., 2017). 
Culturally Responsive Teaching 
When learning new information, the brain searches for and makes connections 
with relevant information previously learned (Hammond, 2015). Relevant and 
meaningful information is based on cultural values, past experiences, and performance 
styles; therefore, the more relevant new information is to the brain, the more connections 
the brain makes increasing the chance for retention (Hammond, 2015; Jensen, 2006; Gay, 
2002;). There is a higher probability of retaining information and referring meaning from 
the information when it engages attention and infers meaning (Jackson, 2011 as cited in 
Hammond, 2015; Jensen, 2006). If educators are not using connections that are “cultural” 
relevant of the lived and familiar experiences” of the learner to assist in understanding 
concepts taught, the learner is subject to be in a state of disconnect (Hammond, 2015, 
p.vi) 
Culturally responsive teaching is a viable resource for effectively addressing the 
needs of the growing CLED gifted learner population (Ford, 2010). Culturally responsive 
teaching, according to Gay (2002), is “using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and 
perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more 
effectively” (p. 106). Culturally responsive teaching provides students with opportunities 
to focus on reflection and self-awareness of cultural beliefs and how they feel about 
others in the classrooms (Gay, 2002; Hammond, 2017). All teaching is culturally 
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responsive teaching; it is only a question of whose culture educators ask learners to 
respond to, in public schools learners are taught from an individualistic culture 
(Hammond, 2017). 
With culturally responsive teaching, there is no need for knowledge of various 
cultures; there is only one cultural continuum—individualistic to collectivism—and 
teachers continually strive toward collectivism (Hammond, 2017). Building a cohesive 
collective group requires trust, and teachers use that trust to push learners toward the 
zone of proximal development (ZPD; Vygotsky, 1978). Teachers must continually think 
of ways to build trust between learners, such as selective vulnerability, similarities of 
interest, and assistance in forming secure environments. Trustful environments result in 
reduced stress, so learners can take risks and challenge their thinking (Hammond, 2017). 
Grantham and Plucker (2012) explained, 
Gifted education cannot move forward and have a positive image among the 
masses until we do a better job of communicating our message and more fully 
considering the pluralistic nature of our society and the importance of proactively 
striving to achieve excellence, and perhaps eminence, without continuing to 
neglect equity. (p. 219) 
Gifted Learners Who Underachieve 
Underachievement among gifted learners often results in negative connotations, 
such as lack of effort, causing frustration to parents, educators, and learners (Renzulli et 
al., 1991). There are many views on the causes of underachievement. Nonetheless, most 
definitions show underachievement as a discrepancy between the learner’s ability 
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potential derived from a cognitive ability assessment, and the learner’s actual 
performance in the classroom or on achievement tests (Baum et al., 1995; Reis & 
McCoach, 2000). Despite the many causes of underachievement and varied definitions, 
reversing underachievement in gifted learners is beneficial for all of society (Siegle et al., 
2018). 
Factors Contributing to Underachievement in Gifted Learners 
Researchers of the underachievement of gifted learners believe that there is a 
myriad of reasons for negative behaviors that have little to do with effort (Baum et al., 
1995; Ford et al., 2008; Galbraith & Delisle, 2015). From a study on reversing 
underachievement in the gifted learner, Baum et al. (1995) identified contributing factors 
to underachievement: emotional issues, lack of appropriate curriculum, and learning 
disabilities/poor self-regulation known as twice-exceptionality. As Baum et al. noted, any 
of the factors might be a primary or secondary reason for the gifted learner’s 
underachievement. In addition to the these contributing factors, teacher bias and parental 
perceptions can add to underachievement.  
Emotional Issues 
CLED gifted learners who underachieve exhibit emotional issues tend to be 
perfectionists with accompanying depression from stress-induced worry (Galbraith & 
Delisle, 2015). Whether or not the parents explicitly express unreasonable expectations 
for the learner to succeed, the child’s perception of unrealistic expectations can cause 
stress and sometimes depression (Neihart et al., 2016). The learners become so concerned 
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with making mistakes that they will not attempt to answer any questions (Neihart et al., 
2016).  
According to Siegle and Langley (2016), gifted learners who refuse to attempt a 
challenging task or to compete for fear of failure have a fixed theory of intelligence 
(Dweck, 2012). Such learners believe they were born with a specific level of intelligence, 
whereas other learners internalize this message after failing at tasks. In either case, these 
learners feel that performing poorly on a task indicates that they are no longer gifted. 
Underachieving gifted learners might prefer not to attempt an arduous task than to  risk 
their giftedness. Some gifted learners who underachieve place more value in their 
abilities than in their efforts (Siegle & Langley, 2016). Underachieving learners could 
feel their giftedness enables them to know the task; there is no level of effort helpful for 
solving the problem. Snyder et al. (2014) conducted an experimental study on middle-
school underachieving gifted learners. Primed by the researchers, participants had a fixed 
mindset about their giftedness (Dweck, 2012) and displayed self-handicapping behaviors 
after failed experiences. The researchers concluded that gifted underachievement was 
associated with self-efficacy and expectations to succeed (Snyder et al., 2014).  
Lack of Appropriate Curriculum 
Baum et al. (1995) found that learners unmotivated by the general education 
curriculum did not participate; in turn, their teachers complained of incomplete classwork 
and homework and low grades in certain subjects. Gifted learners complained about 
substantial content-based instruction, little or no project-based learning, and a lack of a 
variety of modes of learning (Baum et al., 1995). Baum et al. also reported that the 
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primary contributing factor to underachievement in gifted learners was learning 
disabilities or poor student self-regulation. Baum et al. attributed numerous accounts of 
underachievement to “poor reading, handwriting, or spelling skills…[and] complaints 
[that] include disorganization, failure to complete assignments, forgetfulness, and lack of 
time management skills” (p. 231).  
Delisle and Galbraith (2002) distinguished between learners categorized as 
underachieving and selective consumers. They discovered that the lack of performance 
was a learned behavior in which selective consumers took the best from their school 
experiences and left the rest behind. Projects in which learners were interested received 
their full attention, and they received praise from their teachers. Learners who were 
selective consumers did not complete assignments they deemed uninteresting or 
unnecessary. Comparisons made by the authors appear in Table 2.7. 
Table 2.7. Characteristics of Underachievers and Selective Consumers 
Underachievers Selective consumers 
Do not understand causes or cures Often can explain both problem & possible 
solutions 
Need both structures and imposed limits Require little structure; need “breathing 
room.” 
Exhibit uniformly weak performance Exhibit performance that varies relative to the 
teacher and content 
Can be dependent and reactive Tend to be independent and proactive 
Have a poor academic self-image See themselves as academically able 
May change over the long term May change “overnight” 
Generally, require family intervention Usually dealt with using school resources 
Note. Comparison chart of characteristics of underachievers and selective consumers 
taken from Delisle and Galbraith, 2002, p. 170. 
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Delisle and Galbraith (2002) attributed underachievers’ performance to low self-esteem 
or perfectionism and indicated that both required supportive intrinsic motivation. 
Underachievement in Twice-Exceptional Learners 
 Gifted students identified with a learning disability or exhibit poor self-regulation 
are referred to as twice-exceptional or 2e. Absent from general education teachers, 
professional training enables educators to identify specific learning disabilities (SLD) in 
learners (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2011, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
Learners with IQ scores on both ends of the bell curve who have high intellectual abilities 
and undiagnosed learning disabilities that compensate for or mask learning differences 
are twice-exceptional learners (Delisle & Galbraith, 2002). Twice-exceptional learners 
are sometimes viewed as underachieving students if they have undiagnosed learning 
disabilities (Gilman et al., 2013).  
The legislative change in the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 has made identification of SLD more challenging. In 
the previous legislation (IDEA, 1997, 1999), teachers could begin the SLD identification 
process if gifted learners failed to achieve according to their abilities (Gilman et al., 
2013). If the learner performed lower than the predicted ability on a cognitive assessment 
test, educators provided a battery of targeted assessments to ascertain a disability. Under 
IDEA (1997, 1999), there were fewer hurdles to identify a gifted learner with a disability 
as twice-exceptional (Eig et al., 2014; Gilman et al., 2013). 
U.S. Department of Education provided additional introductory steps to the IDEA 
(1997, 1999, 2004, 2010) identification process. According to Gilman (2013), the process 
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was (a) expose learners to teacher-initiated classroom assessments; (b) provide response 
to interventions (RtI), tiered interventions of increasing magnitude to alleviate 
performance delays to learners who performed below grade-level; and (c) refer to special 
education learners who failed to improve to grade level in basic reading skills, reading 
fluency and comprehension, written expression, mathematics calculation, and problem-
solving. The general education teacher initiated the school district’s multitiered system of 
supports (MTSS) and the RtI system for learners who consistently fell below grade level 
in critical areas (Eig et al., 2014). The MTSS and RtI systems integrated academic and 
behavioral instruction and interventions to provide support for struggling students (Eig et 
al., 2014). The aim was to intervene early so that all students could succeed, and 
educators could adjust interventions and support depending on a student’s progress (Eig 
et al., 2014). The concern with IDEA (1997, 1999, 2004, 2010) was the eligibility criteria 
for gifted services. Students might have missed the opportunity to receive needed 
services if their heightened abilities masked their areas of need or if they performed 
below grade level in the critical areas (Eig et al., 2014; Gilman et al., 2013). 
Teacher Perceptions 
“Gifted education programs… have long been a White space -- over-enrolled by 
White students, taught by White teachers, and protected by White middle-class parents” 
(Kohn, 1998; Sapon-Shevin, 1996, as cited in Wright et al., 2017, p.48). For CLED gifted 
learners to succeed in the 21st century, teachers must make concerted efforts to address 
biased perceptions, minimize competition, and focus on building collaborative 
environments (Noddings, 2013). Educators unfamiliar with or who have stereotypical 
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biases of CLED gifted learners might intentionally ignore or be indifferent to the cultural, 
linguistic, economic learning differences that impact academic achievement (Wright et 
al., 2017). Wright et al. (2017) states, “Indifference...[centers] on a lack of concern ... 
Unchecked indifference has the potential to encourage individuals to remain distant from 
a situation ... in order to maintain the status quo” (p. 47). 
When teachers act as gatekeepers, holding power to identify and refer CLED 
gifted learners for gifted services, they are also the balance scale of equity in the 
classroom (McBee, 2006; Wright et al., 2017). The teacher’s role is critical to ensure 
educational equity in the classroom by “examining their attitudes, beliefs, and practices” 
concerning CLED gifted learners who underachieve (Wright et al., 2017). Efforts to 
reduce the academic achievement gap are futile without teacher commitment towards 
equity in the classroom. This equity is represented through efforts to ensure success for 
all learners and appropriate educational pedagogies. 
Parental Perceptions 
There are numerous studies that examine the educators’ role in learner 
achievement. In comparison, there are a limited number of studies examining parental 
influence and attitudes regarding the academic achievement of their gifted learners 
(McCoach and Siegle, 2007). Gifted education researchers, Matthews and Jolly (2018), 
found that parents felt negatively judged when describing their child as "gifted." 
Although most parents in the study believed they would appear as if boasting about their 
child's ability, a smaller number of parents felt they needed to educate other parents as to 
the term "gifted" and dispel associated myths (Matthews & Jolly, 2018). 
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           There are three broad categories of parenting styles that are commonly held beliefs 
to influence learners' academic achievement: authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive 
(Baumrind, 1971; Huey et al., 2013). The authoritarian style of parenting views discipline 
and control as necessary in a child's development, communicating by telling or 
commands (Baumrind, 1971; Huey et al., 2013). In findings from Huey et al. (2013, p. 
421) studies, learners raised by authoritarian parents' exhibit "high levels of anxiety and 
affective problems such as unhealthy perfectionism." The permissive style of parenting 
emphasizes communication and nurturing by placing very few demands on the child 
(Baumrind, 1971; Huey et al., 2013). Learners from permissive parents achieve 
academically, but rewards and incentives are routinely used to motivate the learner (Huey 
et al. (2013). The authoritative parenting style lies between the two extremes of parenting 
with communicating support for the learner's concerns, yet focusing on high academic 
achievement (Baumrind, 1971; Huey et al., 2013). Learners from an authoritative 
environment appeared to have high academic performance over long periods and exercise 
autonomy more often than learners from authoritarian and permissive parenting styles 
(Huey et al., 2013). 
The socioeconomic status (SES) of families appear to influence the relationship 
between parenting style and perceptions of academic achievement in gifted learners 
(Lareau, 2011). Families from wealthy and middle-class SES use "logic of concerted 
cultivation" to strategically plan their child's cognitive and affective development" 
(Lareau, 2011, p. 2). In comparison, families from working and low SES use the "logic of 
natural growth" to address the daily challenge of basic needs, food, clothing, and shelter 
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(Lareau, 2011, p. 3). Students enter the classroom with an understanding of parent 
perceptions of academic achievement that are varied due to socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Educators need to be aware of these factors influencing learners’ achievement and 
provide support (Lareau, 2011). 
Underachievement of Culturally Linguistically Economically Diverse Learners 
The National Excellence: A Case for Developing America’s Talent report (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1993) presented to Americans what many researchers (e.g., 
Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; Moore et al., 2005; Reis & McCoach, 2000) had 
been studying for decades: the need to educate CLED gifted learners better. Researchers 
have cited numerous reasons for the underachievement of CLED learners in gifted 
programs, such as family dynamics, school influences, and cultural relativism (Baum et 
al., 1995; Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; Reis & McCoach, 2000). Although 
researchers often identify different factors that result in the underachievement of CLED 
gifted learners, they agree that the educational outcomes of underachievement result in 
poor performance on high-stakes tests, lower grades, and high school dropout rates (Ford 
et al. 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; Moore et al., 2005; Reis & McCoach, 2000). Moore et 
al. (2005) linked the persistent problem of academic underachievement of CLED gifted 
learners with other societal inequities, such as lower future income levels, fewer 
occupational opportunities, and higher rates of health issues. 
Family dynamics can be a contributing factor for CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve. Ford et al. (2008) reviewed several studies showing that family 
characteristics in certain home environments indicated patterns of underachievement in 
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CLED gifted learners. A home environment where there is less family participation with 
homework or with school, less reading with a child, and frequent TV viewing produce 
patterns of underachievement in CLED gifted learners (Ford et al., 2008).  
Educators (teachers, school counselors, or administrators) must first identify that 
the CLED gifted learner is performing below academic ability (Moore et al., 2005). 
Teacher expectations, lack of objectivity, teacher training, or limited experience working 
with CLED students could prevent the teacher from seeing beyond the learner’s current 
performance level (Moore et al., 2005; Sousa, 2009). Several researchers have attributed 
the underachievement of CLED gifted learners to a lack of integrated curriculum and less 
access to technology (VanTassel-Baska, 2010). Baum et al. (1995) focused on 
differentiating content and process to cultivate individual talents of gifted learners by 
developing high-interest enrichment projects. 
Reis and McCoach (2000) stated that when identifying underachievement in 
CLED gifted learners, educators must recognize that “what is prized in one culture may 
not be valued in another, and it is difficult to impose one belief system on a culture that 
may define achievement and underachievement differently” (p. 162). Teachers’ 
perceptions of underachieving CLED gifted learners influence educators’ instructional 
practices, expectations of learners, and overall ability to teach CLED learners if they do 
not consider cultural relevance (de Wet & Gubbins, 2011).  
A lack of identifying with a group and feeling safe at school are social issues that 
result in underachieving CLED gifted learners (Ford et al., 2008). According to Flowers 
et al. (2003), ethnicity and cultural identity affect the socio-emotional and psychological 
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health of an individual. Researchers believe that CLED learners of color experience more 
chronic stress and problems associated with race and communicating and learning in a 
second language than do White learners (Flowers et al., 2003; Ford et al., 2008; 
Grantham & Ford, 2003). Constant stress adversely affects these students’ performances 
in the classroom.  
Shaffer et al. (2002) indicated that CLED learners are more likely to define 
themselves according to their memberships in ethnic or cultural groups. The researchers 
asserted, “This collective identity represents the sense of belonging that is 
psychologically important for so many people…a way of reinforcing their legitimacy as a 
member of a…community” (Shaffer et al., 2002, p. 173). Building a sense of community 
must be a priority from the onset. Once students enter the classroom with their varying 
abilities, diverse cultures, linguistic family backgrounds, and economic status levels, it 
becomes the teacher’s primary responsibility to unite all the variables that relate to 
learners into one cohesive supporting unit: a community.  
Characteristics of CLED Gifted Learners Who Underachieve 
Several motivational characteristics emerge across varying groups of 
underachieving CLED gifted learners (Siegle et al., 2018). Learners could develop low 
academic self-perception from messages that they interpret as failing tasks. Gifted 
learners who develop fixed mindsets (Dweck, 2012) about their giftedness engage in self-
handicapping behaviors in academic tasks they feel they cannot answer correctly (Snyder 
et al., 2014). The lack of confidence in their abilities produces low self-efficacy for the 
CLED gifted learners, resulting in underachieving behaviors.  
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Low self-efficacy in CLED gifted learners eventually results in low self-
motivation or effort toward academic tasks (McCoach & Siegle, 2003). Some CLED 
gifted learners, in their fixed or innate natural abilities, might not have been successful at 
arduous tasks, therefore viewing all tasks in that domain as threats to their natural 
abilities. The perceived failure results in the learner putting forth little or no effort within 
the domain or across all domains. In some studies, underachieving gifted learners are 
studying the same amount of time and using the same learning and work strategies as 
more successful peers but are still not as successful (Matthews et al., 2014, as cited in 
Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). The gifted learner self-reports in these studies; hence, 
the underlying issue could be low self-regulatory or metacognitive skills instead of ability 
(Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). The learners may 
perceive themselves as exerting as much effort to succeed as their more successful White 
counterparts; however, they might not be using strategies as taught, which results in low 
achievement.  
CLED learners who exhibit low self-perception, motivation, effort, self-efficacy, 
and metacognitive skills are likely to have negative attitudes toward school, teachers, and 
learning (Ford & Moore, 2013; McCoach & Siegle, 2003; Moore et al., 2005). CLED 
gifted learners who do not associate success and self-efficacy with school disconnect 
from the specific domain in which they feel inept or with the school as a whole (Ford & 
Moore, 2013; McCoach & Siegle, 2003). Some CLED underachievers with low self-
efficacy find socializing with classroom peers and collaborating in groups arduous (Ford 
& Moore, 2013; McCoach & Siegle, 2003). CLED gifted learners might not exhibit all of 
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the characteristics of underachieving behaviors, such as low academic self-perceptions, 
low self-efficacy, low self-motivation/effort, low self-regulation or metacognition, and 
negative attitudes toward school; however, “the list may be used to understand an 
individual student and to create targeted interventions” (Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in 
Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018, p. 376). 
Summary of Gifted Learners Who Underachieve 
 There are many views as to causes for underachieving CLED gifted learners. One 
reason is emotional issues, such as stress-induced perfectionism (Galbraith & Delisle, 
2015). If the learner does not find the curriculum engaging or the educator does not 
consider the student’s interests and ability, the learner will elect not to participate, which 
leads to poor academic performance and grades (Galbraith & Delisle, 2015). CLED 
gifted learners with learning disabilities and poor self-regulation concerns are twice-
exceptional learners. The heightened abilities of twice-exceptional learners can mask 
their disabilities and could resemble or be contributing factors of underachievement in 
learners (Gilman et al., 2013). Social and behavioral issues might result from the 
learner’s lack of a sense of belonging in the classroom (Baum et al., 1995). Any of these 
factors could contribute to a CLED gifted learner’s underachievement. The focus of this 
study was the social and behavioral factors of underachieving of CLED gifted learners.  
Among the most-recognized factors of underachievement in gifted learners are 
their shared common characteristics, such as low academic self-perceptions, low self-
efficacy, self-motivation/effort, and self-regulation or metacognition, and negative 
attitudes toward school. Because of these characteristics, “High natural abilities may 
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remain gifts and not be translated into talents, as witnessed by the well-known 
phenomenon of academic underachievement among intellectually gifted children” 
(Gagné, 2017, p. 67). As to the notion of nurturing natural abilities, this study was the 
means of exploring the characteristics of underachieving CLED gifted learners and how 
they interact with perceptions of active community-building in the classroom. 
Defining Communities 
Teachers who build a classroom community enable learners to feel like 
contributing members of a group and strive to engage and motivate CLED learners to 
high levels of achievement (Siegle et al., 2018). The term “community” derives from two 
Indo-European roots of “kom,” which means everyone, and “moin,” which means 
exchange joined together to be shared by all (Senge et al., 2012). Over time, the term 
became the Latin “communis,” which indicates a source (of water used by many), and 
eventually the French “communer,” to make available to everyone (Senge et al., 2012). 
Hence, the term community means a resource shared by all. 
In examining the concept of community, many definitions and descriptions 
indicate people’s needs for shared connections and belonging (Goodenow, 1993; 
McMillan & Chavis, 1986). One concept of community includes the relationships 
between people who share common values and work together to achieve identified goals 
(Rogoff et al., 2001). The idea of community provides a set of shared social practices and 
goals that result in the process of multidirectional (members impact the community and 
the community having an impact on its members) change over time (Fine, 1987, as cited 
in Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000).  
 
 51 
Another concept of community is a feeling or a sense of belonging and 
identification within a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Solomon et al., 1996). 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) expanded upon both definitions to form the following 
definition: a group whose members know, care for, and support each other; have a sense 
of shared purpose; and actively contribute and feel personally committed. The definition 
used in this literature was by McMillan and Chavis of individuals who care and support 
each other and actively participate in and influence the group’s activities and decisions. 
Community in Education 
Dewey (1916, 1966, as cited in Noddings, 2013) conceptualized community as a 
democratic group in which individuals frequently communicate to construct shared 
values, norms, and opportunities for collaboration. In Democracy and Education, Dewey 
wrote: 
A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of 
associated living, of conjoint communicated experience. …Individuals who 
participate in an interest so that each has to refer his actions to that of others, and 
to consider the action of others to give point to his own, is equivalent to the 
breaking down of those barriers of class, race, and national territory which have 
kept men from perceiving the full import of their activity. (p. 12)  
According to Dewey, community and democracy are connected concepts useful in 
education. Dewey stressed that the educational community must include diverse groups 
of individuals with various talents and abilities who continually construct a democracy 
through dialogue and work together on joint projects (Noddings, 2013). Dewey argued 
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that students must acquire the skills and behaviors necessary for effective participation in 
a democratic society through classroom experiences with collaborative planning of 
events, discussions, and decision-making (Noddings, 2013). Schools are places where 
students can practice and hone their skills in forming and participating in democratic 
communities.  
Feelings of belonging have a positive effect on students’ motivation and 
engagement (Anderman & Freeman, 2004; Juvonen, 2006). There is evidence that 
belonging connects with the relationship between motivation and achievement, providing 
an essential, underlying experience for engaged, achievement-related behavior (Faircloth 
& Hamm, 2005; Goodenow, 1993). Numerous studies have shown that a positive school 
or classroom community results in increased levels of learning and academic success 
(Anderman, 2003; Battistich et al., 2004; Faircloth & Hamm, 2011; Goodenow & Grady, 
2010; Osterman, 2000). Learners’ sense of community has an influence on their 
successes in the classroom, commitment to school, and the value they place on learning 
(Goodenow & Grady, 2010).  
School Learning Communities 
 School and professional learning communities have common characteristics for 
the promotion of new ideas, such as learner-centered, experiential, democratic, collegial, 
and community-oriented approaches to teaching and learning (Giles & Hargreaves, 
1997). Instructors’ approaches to learning and teaching challenge members to go beyond 
themselves toward goals with personal significance (Vygotsky, 1978). Organizational 
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systems analyst Peter Senge (1990) took opportunities to connect school and professional 
learning communities and recommended the following for school organizations: 
Schools in complex, knowledge-using societies should become learning 
organizations. As learning organizations, schools would develop innovative 
structures and processes that enable them to develop the professional capacity to 
learn in and respond quickly and flexibly to their unpredictable and changing 
environments. (p. 126) 
In From Dead Wasps to Wonderment, in Part Seven—Designing a Respectful 
Classroom, Delisle (2002) described a student-centered environment and curriculum. 
Delisle’s explanation of a school learning environment included research and evidence-
based NAGC (2010) standards, specifically Standard 4: Learning Environments and 
Standard 3: Curriculum Planning and Instruction. Delisle captured every element in 
Standard 4 by establishing an environment in which learners feel safe to express their 
personalities, take risks, and work alongside other learners unlike themselves. A 
community-centered environment means expanding students’ capabilities with a 
curriculum that educators can use to tap into the what-ifs. 
Faircloth and Hamm (2011) examined the fluidity and interconnectedness of the 
sense of school belongingness of Black and White early adolescents in a mathematics 
classroom. Faircloth and Hamm had previously investigated the relationship between the 
feeling of belonging or acceptance into a group and classroom academic achievement. 
The researchers discovered that when high school students integrated into a social circle 
of peers, there were stronger connections between students and peers, teachers, and the 
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school. The bond created by group membership resulted in the development of happier 
students who showed more interest in school and academic achievement.  
Bondy and Ketts (2001) observed the influence of the morning meeting, “a 
structured way to begin each day as a community of caring and respectful learners” 
(Kriete, 1999, p. 3, as cited in Bondy & Ketts, 2001) on students and teachers. Through a 
series of interviews with a classroom teacher and students in a qualitative case study, 
Bondy and Ketts concluded that the start of the day social activity not only had a positive 
influence on learners’ productivity, engagement in learning, and academic achievement, 
but also on the teacher’s attitude toward the learners. Jensen (1998, as cited in Bondy & 
Ketts, 2001) identified a connection between emotion and cognition in the classroom 
community as the result of morning meetings. Jensen asserted that “emotions drive 
attention and create meaning; they are the heart of learning. Morning Meeting helps to 
create and maintain a climate of trust, respect, and belonging. As a result, it promotes 
student learning” (p. 146).  
Teacher and Student Relationships 
Vygotsky’s (1978) theoretical approach of how humans achieve social living 
goals, most notably ZPD, is the foundation of a teacher-learner relationship. ZPD, 
according to Vygotsky, is the process of learning a new skill under the guidance of a 
more skilled person. For example, children need guidance from an adult or someone 
more knowledgeable as they learn to read. The child is close to mastering the skill but 
requires assistance from an adult who is not only close to the child, but able to scaffold 
learning within the grasp of the child. Peers, teachers, caregivers, and cultural 
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environments have an influence on a learner’s development of higher-order thinking. 
Vygotsky began to substantiate how elementary-aged high-ability learners who 
collaborated behaved, created, and learned. 
Lee and Smagorinsky (2000) provided an example of a teacher and high-ability 
learner relationship: 
When sixth and seventh-grade high ability learners are invited by their teacher to 
propose questions for experimentation and research, following a period of 
exploration of a range of materials, the learners brainstorm numerous questions. 
Eventually, learners filtered the questions to 30 judged worthiness of 
investigation. Learners were asked to select questions of interest and prepare a 
summary of written dialogue. Groups of learners peeled post-it notes from the 
Wall of Knowledge and began collaborating. After some time, each group 
returned with reformulated questions and possible means for experimentation. 
(p. 81) 
According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, children’s social interactions are a means 
of enhancing their cognitive development; the community of learners is an integral part 
of forming meaning and knowledge. In the preceding example, the classroom became a 





Theory of Motivation 
Abraham Maslow (1943), the well-known humanist psychologist and theorist of 
human development, introduced his theory of human motivation (also known as the 
hierarchy of needs). Maslow explored what causes human behavior and why people act in 
certain ways. The present study relied upon Maslow’s proposed need to belong through 
community-building to explore the topic. Maslow developed five stages of human 
development: physiological needs, safety needs, love, belonging needs, esteem needs, 
and self-actualization (see Figure 2.1). Maslow suggested that people are motivated to 
fulfill basic needs before moving on to more advanced levels of needs.  
The levels begin with basic survival with physiological needs; followed by love 
and belonging needs, the need to satisfy self-esteem; and, finally, self-actualization, the 
need to uplift humanity and leave a legacy. Reaching the highest level of human 
existence, self-actualization, requires satisfying the prior levels of needs. When there is a 
deficient need, an individual becomes motivated, at times creatively, given the situation, 
to satisfy that need, prioritizing it above all other needs. Maslow noted that the length of 
time required to reach the highest level, self-actualization, depended on the difficulty of 
fulfilling the lower four needs. Although some people are more motivated to reach self-
actualization, everyone can fulfill their purposes in life (Maslow, 1943). 
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Figure 2.1. Hierarchy of Needs 
 
Note. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs visual presentation from Cobb and 
Knownapple (2020). 
Maslow (1943) theorized that when individuals satisfy their physiological and 
safety needs, “hunger for affectionate relations with people in general, namely, for a 
place in his group or family…he will strive with great intensity to achieve this goal” 
(p. 381). Maslow (1970) further described how humanistic needs are a way to shape 
one’s personality and become the essence of a person. Maslow’s (1970) hierarchy of 
needs did not transfer well under structured laboratory environments; however, his theory 
of human motivation proved to be successful for explaining human behavior in social 
circumstances. Maslow (1970) stated, “We still underplay the deep importance of the 
neighborhood, of one’s territory, of one’s clan, of one’s own ‘kind,’ one’s class, one’s 
gang, one’s familiar working colleagues” (pp. 43-44).  
Despite limited empirical studies of Maslow’s (1970) theory of motivation, 
scholars have written numerous reviews of his work. Baumeister et al. (1995) provided 
an extensive review of his theory, specifically the need for human beings to build 
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relationships and feel a sense of belonging. Baumeister et al. concluded that human 
beings have a strong desire to form caring relationships with others. The motivation to 
belong is a universal need present in every human society.  
Sociocultural Theory 
According to articles and research studies of Vygotsky’s (1978, 1987) 
sociocultural and ZPD theories, meeting a child’s social interaction needs is a way to 
enhance students’ cognitive abilities and provides a foundation for safe and positive 
learning experiences. With both theories, Vygotsky (1978) emphasized the importance of 
community dialogue for the development of cognitive abilities. The theorist stated, 
“Learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally 
organized, specifically human psychological function” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90).  
As with Maslow’s (1943) need for belonging, Vygotsky (1978) emphasized that a 
child needs to belong to a community to develop and learn successfully. Learners who 
feel they have social support systems of teachers, friends, and classmates can develop 
their talents without fear of rejection (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014). Maslow’s and 
Vygotsky’s theories of the need to belong and be a contributing member of a community 
directly align with McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community theory. 
Recognizing one’s individual accomplishments and those conducted for a group is a way 
to nurture self-concept. This study was the means to establish a connection between 




Sense of Community Theory 
Maslow (1943) theorized that the need for belonging is the driving force of 
behavior; in turn, and Vygotsky (1978) emphasized a child’s need to belong to a 
community to develop and learn effectively in both his sociocultural and ZPD theories. 
Both theorists laid the foundation for a sense of community theory, yet there are few 
studies on the topic. A sense of belonging in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory was the 
third of the five needs and did not receive exploration with children. Vygotsky could 
have used his theories to support this study, but there were limited investigations of the 
topic due to his untimely death. 
McMillan (1976) further developed Tropman’s (1969) concept of “critical 
dimension of a community” by focusing on the group cohesiveness of the term. 
McMillan used Tropman’s idea to form the sense of community theory, which he 
presented at the Center of Community Studies, Peabody College (McMillan, 1976). In 
the years following the presentation, other researchers helped to evolve the theory to give 
it broader meaning. For example, Ahlbrandt and Cunningham (1979) examined an 
individual’s levels of commitment and satisfaction to a community. Riger and Lavrakas 
(1981) studied the emotional attachment of social bonding and behavioral rootedness to a 
community.  
McMillan (1976) provided a sequential description of investigations that 
researchers had conducted to evolve the theory. A researcher of interest for this study was 
Gusfield (1975), who focused on the term community by distinguishing between 
territorial and geographical community, such as the different communities in a city, town, 
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and neighborhood and relational community. The relational community is the quality of 
human relationships without reference to geography. Gusfield emphasized that the two 
uses of a community are not mutually exclusive—in other words, members of American 
society tend to develop a relational community around interests or professions more than 
geographical location.  
McMillan and Chavis (1986) defined the sense of community as “a feeling that 
members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and the group, 
and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to being 
together” (p. 9). The sense of community theory consists of six elements: membership, 
influence, reinforcement, shared emotional connections, time spent, and spiritual bond 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis developed this theory by probing the 
communicative behaviors and attitudes of communities, neighborhoods, and 
organizations. The researcher examined the behaviors of a classroom setting for this 
study; therefore, the first four elements of membership, influence, the fulfillment of 
needs, and shared emotional connection were an appropriate focus. The fifth and sixth 
elements required members to spend more time bonding with each other than allowed in 
this study.  
The researcher demonstrated a representation of the psychological sense of 
community theory through a structure (see Figure 2.2). As with Maslow’s (1943) 
hierarchy of needs model of the human motivation theory (see Figure 2.1), each element 
in the psychological sense of community theory requires fulfillment to reach the next 
level. The first level of the structure, membership, is the foundation for building 
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community and the gateway to the next level, influence. The progression continues until 
the individuals within the community obtain a shared emotional connection. 
Figure 2.2. Psychological Sense of Community Theory Structure 
 
Membership is fitting in, “a feeling that one has invested part of oneself in 
becoming a member and therefore has a right to belong” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, 
p. 9). Membership has boundaries; some people belong (within the boundaries), and 
others do not (outside of the boundaries). According to McMillan and Chavis, boundaries 
provide members with the emotional safety necessary to share their needs and feelings 
without fear of ostracism. On the other side of a boundary is non membership, which 
could result in banishment, isolation, and losing the protection of intimate social 
connection (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Non membership could be the result of breaking 
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group established rules or exhibiting behaviors that group members consider deviant 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Influence is a bidirectional term in McMillan’s (1986) theory. According to 
Peterson and Martens (1972, as cited in McMillan & Chavis, 1986), a sharing of power 
results to greater “ownership” of the community by the participants. Members feel 
attracted to a group because of their influence over what group members do: Their voice 
means something to group members. In contrast, the ability to exert pressure to have 
members conform indicates the cohesiveness of a group. In a tight-knit community, one 
would expect to see both the influence of a member on the community and the influence 
of the community on a member co-occurring.  
The third component of the theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986) is the 
integration and fulfillment of needs or reinforcement. Group association must be a 
rewarding experience for its members for any group to sustain a positive sense of 
togetherness. McMillan and Chavis believed “it is impossible to determine all of the 
reinforcements that bind people together into a close community, although several 
reinforcers have been identified: status, competence, and shared values” (p. 13). Group 
success caused group members to come closer together, with each sharing a social 
position within the group or status. McMillan and Chavis stated, “People are attracted to 
others whose skills or competence can benefit them in some way. People seem to 
gravitate toward people and groups that offer the most rewards” (p. 13). A unifying force 
for binding a group together is shared values: 
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Our culture and our families teach each of us a set of personal values, which 
indicate our emotional and intellectual needs and the order in which we attend to 
them. When people who share values come together, they find that they have 
similar needs, priorities, and goals, thus fostering the belief that in joining 
together, they might be better able to satisfy these needs and obtain the 
reinforcement they seek. (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 13) 
The last component of the theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986) was shared 
emotional connection, which members exhibit over time. The more positive the 
experiences between members in shared events, the greater the likelihood of bonding and 
sharing an emotional connection. The more important the group members consider the 
shared event, the greater the community bond (Myers, 1962, as cited in McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986). A shared emotional connection can occur through the investment of one’s 
ideas, money, or donation of labor. 
McMillan (2011) further described each element of his sense of community 
theory to refute claims by Nowell and Boyd (2010) that McMillan’s theory was too 
simplistic and needs-based, not responsibility-based. McMillan stated, “The complex 
relationships among the elements and the coinciding reinforcing interactions between 
individuals help to frame the sense of community theory” (p. 507). Each element 
comprises sub elements that provide depth and clarity. As Maslow stated, “The theory 
and its measures…are not ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ …They are tools that can be used to 
understand human communities” (p. 515). 
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In this study, the researcher focused on the need to belong to a group. The internal 
drive to belong is present in many situations, especially in an elementary classroom. 
Many psychological and social factors cause CLED gifted learners to underachieve in the 
classroom, such as social pressures, family dynamics, and self-perception (Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018). A sense of community provides a way to address learners’ 
psychological needs so they can achieve higher levels of academic success (Faircloth & 
Hamm, 2011). Learners’ sense of community has an influence on their successes in the 
classroom, commitment to school, and the value they place on learning (Goodenow & 
Grady, 2010). Researchers and theorists view the classroom as a social place where 
learners could benefit from peer interactions and from teachers who focus on 
collaborative relationships with students (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
The theory used to support this study was the sense of community theory, also 
known as the psychological sense of community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The 
psychological sense of community theory presents the perceptions of fulfilling the need 
of belonging in students and the degree to which teachers welcomed students to feel part 
of the class community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The theory was a means to 
determine how teachers empower students to feel they are influential parts of the group 
and share emotional connections with their teacher and peers (McMillan & Chavis, 
1986). 
Review of Similar Studies 
Despite numerous studies on classroom community-building as an intervention 
(e.g., Battistich et al., 1997; Ritchotte et al., 2015), few researchers have addressed 
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teachers’ perceptions of a relationship-driven classroom community with gifted CLED 
learners. According to Milner (2006) and Battistich et al. (1997), there is a need for study 
on classroom management approaches for individual classrooms with students from a 
variety of cultural backgrounds and differing SES. 
In a 10-year study, Battistich et al. (1997) examined the concept of school as a 
caring community in multiple elementary schools across North America. Battistich et al. 
focused on the sense of belonging among students and teachers in 24 U.S. and Canadian 
schools from various socioeconomic levels. Findings showed that a wide range of 
positive outcomes provided benefits to both students and teachers. The significant 
findings from the study resulted from the implementation of a child development project 
by classroom teachers. The gains were increased collaboration with others in pursuit of a 
common academic or social goal and increased student discussion and reflection of 
other’s experiences. 
Despite positive findings, Battistich et al. (1997) stated that there was a need for 
further research on the relationship of the sense of community and academic achievement 
among schools with different SES student populations. According to the study’s findings, 
the sense of community no longer positively connected with student achievement when 
controlling for poverty level. Battistich et al. indicated that students’ experiences in lower 
socioeconomic schools affect their level of sense of community. Contrary to Battistich et 
al., SES had an impact on students’ sense of community, which was not the case for Bryk 
and Driscoll (1988) and Shouse (1996). Rather, Bryk and Driscoll and Shouse reported a 
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relationship between the community and student achievement when controlling for SES; 
however, they took student samples in both studies from the secondary school level. 
An unexpected finding by Bryk and Driscoll (1988) and Shouse (1996) was that 
elementary and secondary schools differed as to what each considered to be a caring 
school community. Battistich et al. (1997) noted that a caring community in secondary 
schools directly affected the staff’s perception of the school functioning as a community. 
In contrast, elementary schools’ staff perceptions of the school as a community had more 
of a focus on the interactions between students and teachers. 
Ritchotte et al. (2015) introduced an intervention to reverse underachievement in 
CLED gifted learners. Many researchers of underachievement in gifted learners had 
conducted studies to understand this phenomenon and its characteristics. There are 
complex causes for underachievement, and findings differed on which interventions 
would result in a solution. Ritchotte et al. implemented the achievement-orientation 
model on middle-school students to increase their self-efficacy, goal valuation, and 
environmental perception. The researchers believed that if students thought positively of 
those three areas of themselves, their behaviors would result in academic achievement. 
 Siegle et al. (2018) defined underachieving gifted students as the discrepancy 
between expected performance (ability potential) and actual performance (achievement) 
not explained by a learning disability or any other documented need for special education 
services. To deter underachieving in gifted learners, educators must use multiple 
assessment tools as early as possible (Siegle et al., 2018). With early intervention, 
teachers can better identify potentially gifted learners; however, without early 
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interventions to reverse the effects of underachieving, gifted learners will have more 
difficulty completing college and remaining in their jobs and marriages than their 
counterparts. Siegle et al. indicated that treatments are a way to make school a 
meaningful experience, building reliable connections and increasing the school grades of 
underachieving gifted learners. Siegle et al. found that the causes of underachievement 
were a complex issue to many researchers, but researchers agreed that the waste of talent 
resulted in the loss of potential innovations in society.  
Conclusion 
 The literature review presented the theoretical framework that connected 
underachieving CLED gifted learners and the sense of belonging theory. Also reviewed 
were giftedness and gifted education to establish the needs of underachieving CLED 
gifted learners. Additionally, the literature review presented the relationship-driven 
school and classroom communities as well as the benefits of creating teacher-learner and 
learner-learner relationships. The review indicated that in innovative schools and 
organizations with learning communities, students developed leadership qualities and 
enhanced cognitive abilities. 
Chapter Three provides the rationale for utilizing a case study research approach. 
Next, there is a detailed description of the setting and participants for a clear 
understanding of the research context. Finally, Chapter Three presents the various 







Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction 
Chapter Two presented a theoretical framework and research-based literature 
review on the need for this study, the interaction between perceptions of actively building 
community in the classroom, and underachieving CLED gifted learners’ need for a sense 
of belonging. This chapter provides a detailed explanation of the study’s research 
questions. A case study research design was the appropriate approach to address the 
purpose of this study and the research questions. Further, Chapter Three includes a 
description of the setting and participants, the researcher’s role, the data collection 
procedures, the data analysis process, and threats to reliability and validity.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in a classroom with CLED gifted learners in a semirural school district who 
underachieve. Through a focus on educational practices, the central research question for 
this study was, What impact does actively building classroom community have on 
underachieving CLED gifted learners? 
Research Questions  
1. What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve?  
2. How do educators implement community-building in the classroom? 
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3. What are parents’ perceptions of actively building community in the 
classroom with CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
Case Study Rationale 
Creswell (2013) referred to collaborating with the community partner, a 
participating school, to explore community-building practices in a classroom as a holistic 
inquiry. The researcher conducted a holistic investigation of the contemporary 
phenomenon by collecting in-depth and detailed data from multiple sources, including 
direct observations, interviews, audiovisual material, documents, reports, and physical 
artifacts within the natural setting. The researcher used the holistic approach to inquiry to 
gain a personal perspective of perceptions of the impact of actively building community 
in the classroom on CLED underachieving gifted learners.  
Similar studies of teachers’ perceptions of community-building and CLED 
learners who underachieve have not included gifted CLED learners (Bryk & Driscoll, 
1988; Shouse, 1996). In addition, quantitative or mixed-method studies were unavailable 
with classroom community-building an intervention used to increase academic 
achievement (Battistich et al., 1997; Ritchotte et al., 2015). Unlike other studies, a 
qualitative case study was the approach used to explore perceptions of community-
building in the classroom, underachievement, and CLED gifted learners.  
A single case study approach provided the opportunity for exploration into 
educational practices and a deeper understanding of community-building in the classroom 
(Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative [CITI], 2019; Creswell, 2013). The 
researcher used an inductive process to connect broad generalizations to the sense of 
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community theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986). Creswell and Creswell (2018) 
created a flowchart to succinctly describe this inductive process of understanding the 
issue from the onset of data collection to the completion of the investigation and 
generalization of the findings:  
Figure 3.3. Case Study Inductive Logic Research Process 
 
Note. The inductive logic of research process from Creswell and Creswell (2018, p. 64).  
Starting with Step 1, the researcher began the study by selecting participants, a 
teacher and students’ parents from the teacher’s classroom, to gather detailed information 
using interviews, observations, and artifacts that showed active community-building in 
the classroom and the underachievement of gifted learners. The study’s research 
questions and the sense of community theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986) were the 
5. Researcher posed generalizations 
from past experiences and literature
2. Researcher developed procedures for 
recording and coding fieldnotes
1. Researcher gathered information (i.e., 
interviews, observations, artifacts
3. Researcher analyzed data to form 
categories
4. Researcher looked for broad patterns 
from categories to form themes
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means used to frame the assigning of meaningful labels (i.e., membership, influence, the 
fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection) to chunks of text from the data or 
codes. The third step entailed analyzing the systematically coded data by compiling 
similar research question responses into categories and looking for the emergence of 
meaningful patterns, defined as the frequency of codes. Finally, the researcher 
categorized the themes in support of the theoretical framework. 
An inductive approach to data analysis enabled condensing the textual data from 
observation field notes, interviews, lesson plans, and artifacts that showed active 
community-building in the classroom, with parents’ perceptions put =into a summative 
format (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher used this approach to establish 
connections between teachers’ practices of building community in the classroom and the 
findings from the collected data. According to Creswell (2013), this systematic approach 
of analyzing data enables a comprehensive set of themes to emerge. 
Study Setting and Participants 
Creswell (2013) asserted that researchers conducting qualitative studies should 
attempt to study participants in their natural environment to appreciate the participants’ 
experiences. Creswell elaborated, “The longer researchers stay in the ‘field’ or get to 
know the participants, the more they ‘know what they know’ from firsthand information” 
(p. 20). According to NAGC Standard 4, the learning environment provides a setting for 
nurturing personal and social development, multicultural experiences, and interpersonal 
and technical communication skills for leadership development (Speirs Neumeister & 
Burney, 2012).  
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The setting for this study was a Southeastern state’s public elementary school that 
provided full-time, self-contained gifted classes in each grade from first through fifth. All 
learners in the gifted classroom exhibited identified gifted characteristics, met the district 
requirements of an IQ assessment instrument, and were eligible for an educational plan 
(Southeastern State Plan for Gifted Education, 2017). The educational plan, based on the 
IQ assessment results, incorporated the learners’ advanced abilities and the individualized 
and accelerated instructional goal for teachers to follow (Southeastern State Plan for 
Gifted Education, 2017). The 21st-century learning environment centers on collaboration, 
interdependence, dialogue, and creativity to enable students to live in a global community 
successfully (Noddings, 2013). By using a public school classroom as the site, the study 
had a consistent setting with the national data reviewed in the literature of the persistent 
problem of practice identified in Chapter One. Furthermore, the researcher gained a 
greater understanding of the educational practices in the natural environment. 
The case study site was a Southeastern state’s semirural district’s school that 
provided education for self-contained gifted students in first through fifth grade. The 
teachers of the self-contained gifted learners received training in gifted education and 
held a gifted endorsement certificate noted on their state teaching license (Southeastern 
State Department of Education, 2019). The researcher used purposeful sampling of one 
third-grade gifted learner teacher of underachieving gifted learners (cf. CITI, 2019). After 
receiving the community partner’s approval (see Appendix P), the researcher distributed 
flyers via e-mail to recruit teachers of self-contained gifted classes for the study (see 
Appendix D). The recruitment flyer provided an accurate description of the study and the 
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participants’ responsibilities. Members of Denver University’s Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approved this study, including the use of consent forms, to ensure 
participants’ confidentiality and to minimize risk. The use of pseudonyms maintains 
participant confidentiality (see Table 3.8).  
To further minimize risk, the researcher was the only person who had access to 
the names of the participants, with all identity signifiers protected during data collection 
and analysis. All of the data, including observation field notes, interview content, and 
photographs, resident in a secure Dropbox account to which only the researcher has the 
password. The teacher’s lesson plans were in a locked safe in the researcher’s home when 
not in use; the researcher did not have access to the participants’ school records. One 
teacher responded to the recruitment file, contacting the researcher to discuss the study 
and signing a consent agreement before participating (see Appendix C). 
The community partner initiated contact with the teachers of the gifted at the site 
to introduce the researcher and the study. Upon telephone contact with the community 
partner, the researcher distributed the teacher flyer all of the teachers of the gifted, four, 
at the site. After the distribution of the teacher recruitment flyer, one teacher interested in 
volunteering for the study contacted the researcher directly to discuss the study and sign a 
consent agreement (Appendix C). 
The participating teacher recruited parents by sending a message through an 
electronic messaging tool, ClassDojo (2020), introducing the parents to the researcher 
and the study and providing the researcher’s contact information. The parents interested 
in participating in the study contacted the researcher, who then e-mailed them a 
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recruitment flyer, introductory letter, and confidentiality agreement. Two weeks after 
sending the initial ClassDojo message to parents, Mrs. Beecher sent another message 
through ClassDojo to remind parents of the study and their participation. 
As with the teachers’ recruitment flyer, the parents’ flyer provided complete 
details of the study and the responsibilities of participating (see Appendix G). The letter 
provided the purpose of the study, obligations during the study, and assurance of 
confidentiality by the use of pseudonyms (see Appendix E). The consent agreement 
included statements for releasing the principal and teacher of any responsibility for the 
parent’s participation in the study, as well as the detailed procedures taken for 
minimizing risks to confidentiality (see Appendix F). 
Setting 
The classroom’s design as a learning environment is the greatest leverage a 
teacher has in the academic achievement of learners (Senge et al., 2012). It was thus 
necessary to review the classroom to determine if it provided support for this study’s 
central research question, What impact does active classroom community-building have 
on CLED gifted learners who underachieve? This section presents the many facets of the 
classroom observed during the first observation, which occurred on December 11, 2019, 
and the second observation on January 24, 2020. According to the NAGC, effective 
teachers work relentlessly to build relationships with all their learners: “Students don’t 
care what you know until they know that you care” (Johnsen, 2012, p .61).  
Entering the classroom, one faced an award wall with student-selected 
accomplishments posted to the left on the east wall (see Figure 3.4). There were 
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cubbyholes filled with coats, lunch boxes, and bookbags beneath the award wall. Further 
down the wall were daily exit tickets used as needed by the teacher as learning checks or 
formative assessments. Postings of weekly jobs listed those to which students were 
assigned or had to apply for. For example, the position of campus runner required 
students to leave the classroom to run errands; therefore, students applied for the job by 
completing an application and providing examples of responsibility. 




Figure 3.5. Exit Ticket and Student Jobs 
 
Further down on the same east wall were postings of subject standards used by 
both the teacher and the students to guide teaching and learning expectations. Figure 3.6 
shows the daily schedule with posted times of activities for students to follow when it 
was time to transition to the next activity. Adjacent to the east wall was a progress chart 
of i-Ready (2020), an assessments and data-driven instruction online program (see Figure 
3.8) for students to see their progress toward mastery instead of a competition between 
students. Figure 3.8 shows the entire east wall.  
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Figure 3.6. Subject Standards 
 




Figure 3.8. i-Ready Individual Progress Chart 
Figure 3.9. Front Door View of East Wall 
 
On the back south wall (see Figures 3.9, 3.10, and 3.11) were readily available bins of 
books categorized by genre, as well as teacher-created scaffold posters for the recognition 
of birthdays, math procedures, and writing tips readily available for students. 
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Figure 3.10. Student Birthdays and Book Club Bins 
 




Figure 3.12. Evidence-Based Writing Tips 
 
Figure 3.13. Morning Meeting Area 
 
Covered with pictures of family and students, plants, and papers, Mrs. Beecher’s 
(pseudonym) desk was angled in the corner of the south and west walls toward the center 
of the classroom. Adjacent and in front of Mrs. Beecher’s desk were chairs and stools for 
students to sit on when working in pairs, with Mrs. Beecher, or with their friends during 
morning meeting. In front of the whiteboard, located on the west wall, was Mrs. 
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Beecher’s kidney-shaped table where students met with her in small groups (see Figure 
3.14). Small group instruction is a culturally responsive teaching technique that requires 
trust, and Mrs. Beecher used trust to push learners toward the zone of proximal 
development (ZPD; Vygotsky, 1978). 
Figure 3.14. Beecher’s Small-Group Table 
 




Figure 3.15 shows the Kagan Classroom Management (2020) system posters that 
lined the north wall on both sides of the window. At the start of the school year, students 
participated in activities to discover what they had in common, which they used to form 
teams of desk clusters. Figure 3.14 shows examples of team name posted above desk 
clusters. Figures 3.16, 3.17, and 3.18 show the English language arts, math, and science 
learning stations where students collaboratively learned concepts and skills. The learning 
environment was a setting in which the educator fostered 21st-century skills in the 
following ways: interpersonal skills by grouping three to four desks together; 
independence by establishing procedures for self-directed learners; and collaboration by 
creating flexible groupings according to interest, ability, or random selection (cf. 
Johnsen, 2012). 




Figure 3.17. Desk Clusters 
 




Figure 3.19. Science Project Boards 
 
In a reflective journal, the researcher noted that each area of the bright, cheerful 
classroom provided access to a safe and supportive environment for learners to take risks. 
According to Kennedy (1995, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis), in child-centered 
environments, “A child is encouraged both to ask and answer complex questions. 
…Individual differences are honored, and no one is ostracized. …The child can expect to 
learn new things every day and to enjoy learning” (p. 195). 
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Figure 3.20. Math Block Choice Board 
 
Figure 3.21. Math Learning Station – Fraction Pictionary 
 
From the poster-lined walls and ceiling to the interchangeable cluster of desks, the 
classroom was a setting designed to engage learners. As Speirs Neumeister and Burney 
(2012) noted, “Learning environments foster personal and social responsibility, 
 
 86 
multicultural competence, and interpersonal and technical communications skills for 
leadership in the 21st century to ensure specific learner outcomes” (p. 53).  
Participants 
The participating teacher, Mrs. Beecher (see Table 3.8), was a third-grade teacher 
at the center for advanced studies with more than 28 years of experience teaching 
elementary and secondary gifted children in Northeastern and Southeastern U.S. states. 
She spent 10 of the 28 years teaching in public schools with a large proportion of learners 
with CLED backgrounds. Mrs. Beecher received informal training with building 
community in the classroom from Kagan Classroom Management (2020) professional 
development workshops and formal training through responsive classroom training 
(Responsive Classroom, 2020). A responsive classroom is a student-centered, social, and 
emotional learning approach to teaching and classroom management (Responsive 
Classroom, 2020). The evidence-based practices are designed to create a safe, joyful, and 
engaging classroom community for both students and teachers (Responsive Classroom, 
2020).  
Four parents took part in the study. Two parents interested in participating in the 
study contacted the researcher through e-mail within a week of receiving the first 
electronic message. after discussing the study with the researcher, they returned their 
signed consent forms via e-mail (see Appendix O). As a school that received Title I funds 
and classified as a Community Eligibility Provision school, the school had a high percent 
of lower SES families eligible for free or reduced lunch and as per Mrs. Beecher all of the 
learners in her class were eligible for the federally funded program (www2.ed.gov., 2018; 
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Fdacs.gov., 2019.). McIntosh and Ophelia (pseudonyms; see Table 3.8), met the 
economically diverse background criteria. McIntosh’s child received gifted services 
through a pullout model at another Title I school the previous year. McIntosh qualified to 
have her child transferred from a poor-performing school to the school site. A state policy 
enabled students to transfer from one school to another if the original school grade had 
been a D or F for 3 years (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Ophelia’s child received 
gifted services the previous year at the school site. 
The other set of parents responded to the second electronic message sent by Mrs. 
Beecher. The parents did not have access to a printer and contacted the researcher by 
telephone and agreed to meet at the local public library to sign the consent forms (see 
Appendix P). Sharon (pseudonym) was a single parent with a Caribbean cultural 
background. Sharon’s child received gifted services from the school site the previous 
year. The other parent, Davida (pseudonym), had a Latino cultural background and 
English was not her family’s first language. Davida’s child attended the school site the 
previous year but was not eligible for gifted services until the start of the current school 
year. 
Parents needed to meet two criteria to take part in this study: having a child with a 
CLED background and perceiving their child had demonstrated low achievement or 
underachievement in the classroom in at least one subject. Ford (2010) asserted that 
parents or caregivers are valuable sources of information about their children. The 
researcher listened to the experiences and points of view of the participants, one teacher 
and four parents, to gain multiple perspectives on the phenomenon of the impact of 
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building a community in the classroom on underachieving CLED gifted learners (cf. 
Creswell, 2013). A researcher must focus on the meaning that participants convey about 
the phenomenon without imposing personal meaning (Creswell, 2013). Obtaining various 
views of the phenomenon provided the researcher with a richer understanding of the 
phenomenon.  
Table 3.8. Participant Pseudonyms and Backgrounds 
Participant Background Child’s position at school 
Teacher   
Mrs. 
Beecher 
White American cultural 
background 
– 
Parents   
Sharon Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
Caribbean cultural background  
Self-contained gifted classroom 
second and third grade at school site 
 
Davida Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
Latin cultural background and 
English language learner (ELL) 
Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (general ed. previous year at 
school site) 
 
Ophelia Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
White American culture 
Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (general ed. previous year at 
school site) 
McIntosh Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
Transferred from an 
underperforming neighborhood 
school 
Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (gifted pullout model previous 
year) 
 
Role of the Researcher 
The role of a qualitative researcher is as the instrument for collecting, examining 
and interpreting data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher in this study observed 
behavior, interviewed, and collected artifacts about the persistent problem of practice in 
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the field (cf. Creswell, 2013). Because the researcher is a vital instrument in collecting 
and analyzing data, Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested clarifying the biases a 
researcher might bring to the study from prior experiences. Creswell and Creswell 
reported that if researchers’ backgrounds included similar experiences, it could have an 
influence on their interpretation of the findings.  
The field notes from the observations and interviews were the primary means of 
collecting data for this study. The classroom observation protocols (see Appendices J and 
K) aligned with the sense of belonging theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986). The 
researcher acknowledged the importance of refraining from incorporating bias, such as 
personal prejudices and assumptions, into the study (cf. CITI, 2019). To prevent 
assumptions, preconceived beliefs, and ideas that could have influenced this study, the 
researcher maintained a reflective journal throughout the study (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 
2018).  
According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), a reflective journal provides 
opportunities for the researcher to note and examine feelings, reactions, and motives 
based on gender, culture, and socioeconomic origins that might influence the 
interpretation of the results. Throughout the study, the researcher acknowledged biases in 
the form of a reflection journal and considered the biases during the data analysis and 
interpretation (cf. CITI, 2019). Creswell and Creswell described building reflexivity as 
considering one’s background, culture, and experiences to understand their influences on 
the interpretations of data and themes. In this case study, the reflective journal was the 
means used to build reflexivity and reduce biases on multiple levels, such as during data 
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collection, data analysis, and the production of generalizations (cf. CITI, 2019; Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018). Reflecting and informing the reader of similar past experiences that 
might present during the research process is a way to clarify the connection between the 
researcher and the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Innovation or Intervention 
The focus of this case study was to gain an understanding of the connection 
between perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve and actively building a 
community in the classroom. A community-centered environment provides educators 
with the opportunity to promote stretching students’ capabilities with the curriculum 
(Delisle, 2002). In this inductive study of teachers’ perceptions, the researcher sought to 
understand the impact of building community in the classroom on underachieving CLED 
gifted learners. The researcher did not measure intervention or implement innovation in 
this study. 
Data Collection Procedures 
Data Collection Instruments 
A researcher uses a case study design to explore a real-life, contemporary 
bounded system (case) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection (Creswell, 
2013). The data collection process for this case study began in December 2019 and ended 
in February 2020, in which a variety of tools were used to collect and organize the data. 
In this case study, a variety of tools enabled the collection and organization of the data, 
including interview transcripts, observation field notes, and classroom artifacts. The 
participants engaged in semi structured interviews, three for the teacher and two for each 
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of the four parents. Two non-participatory observations of the classroom took place. The 
first observation was of the teacher’s morning instructional routines in the classroom. 
According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), teachers should begin each day with 
membership to build a community. Boundaries in membership provide individuals with 
the emotional safety they need to share their needs and feelings without being ostracized. 
The second observation was to note additional classroom routines and teaching 
instructional strategies used to promote community-building in the classroom. Artifacts 
comprised classroom photographs, lesson plans, and a description of the preferred 
electronic communication tool utilized by the teacher and parents.  
Semi structured Interviews  
 The researcher conducted three 40 minute semi structured, face-to-face interviews 
in the teacher’s classroom to create a comfortable environment. During the interviews, 
open-ended questions were the means used to encourage the teacher to relax, open up, 
and speak freely (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher audio-recorded each 
interview with the participant’s consent to allow for a natural conversation and a 
verbatim transcript of the interview (cf. CITI, 2019). The researcher shared the interview 
protocol with Mrs. Beecher before conducting the interviews to further ensure a 
comfortable environment. Mrs. Beecher took part in three interviews, with her responses 
providing direct support for the first and second research questions. The first teacher 
interview was a means to establish a baseline of the teacher’s perception of gifted 
learners, CLED gifted learners, underachieving CLED gifted learners, and active 
community-building (see Appendix E). The second and third interviews allowed the 
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researcher to explore the creation and maintenance of teacher-student and teacher-parent 
relationships in a classroom community.  
The teacher’s interview protocols comprised three sections regarding her 
experience teaching gifted learners, supporting underachieving gifted learners, and 
actively building community in the classroom. As shown in Table 3.9, the teacher’s 
interview responses provided direct support of the literature reviewed and the central 
research question for this study. 
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Table 3.9. Teacher Interview Questions 
Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  
literature review 
What characteristics do 
you look for when 
referring students for 
gifted services?  
The connection between the teacher’s 
perception of giftedness and the 
definition of Sousa (2009) and 
Sternberg (2007) 
Speirs Neumeister & 
Burney, 2012; Sousa, 
2009; Sternberg, 2007 
How would you describe 
(characteristics of) an 
underachieving learner? 
Distinguish between gifted and 
nongifted underachieving learner 
Delisle & Galbraith, 
2002; Foley-Nicpon et al., 
2011, as cited in Callahan 
& Hertberg-Davis, 2018  
How would you describe 
an underachieving CLED 
gifted learner? 
If a fixed mindset, the participants 
displayed self-handicapping behavior 
Gifted underachievement is 
associated with self-efficacy and 
expectations to succeed 
(perfectionism) 
Refusing to attempt a challenging 
task or complete a task for fear of 




Delisle & Galbraith, 
2002; Matthews et al., 
2014, as cited in Callahan 
& Hertberg-Davis, 2018; 
McCoach & Siegle, 2003; 
Siegle & Langley, 2016; 
Snyder et al., 2014 
How do you support 
underachieving learners 
in your classroom? 
Teaching strategies and classroom 
environment that support the 
underachieving learner 
Delisle, 2002; Siegle & 
Langley, 2016  
How do you incorporate 
your students’ interests 
and lives outside of the 
classroom into the 
classroom? 
Differentiation is to engage all 
learners by integrating the content 
across disciplines, implementing 
learning experiences based on 
student interest 
Reis et al., 2007 
What types of 
information do you share 
about yourself with the 
students? And, how is 
what you share about 
yourself used to create 
and maintain teacher-
student relationships?  
Sociocultural and ZPD theories 
emphasize the importance of 
community dialogue in the 
development of cognitive abilities 
Lee & Smagorinsky, 
2000; Vygotsky, 1978  
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Table 3.9 (Continued) 
Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  
literature review 
What is your perception 
of building a community 
in your classroom? 
Evidence that belonging explains 
the relationship between motivation 
and achievement, suggesting that it 
serves as an essential underlying 
experience for engaged, 
achievement-related behavior 
Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005; Goodenow, 1993; 
Goodenow & Grady, 
2010; McMillan, 2011 
How do you build 
community in your 
classroom? 
School learning communities’ 
characteristics promote innovative 
ideas, such as learner-centered, 
experiential, democratic, collegial, 
and community-oriented 
approaches to teaching and learning 
Giles & Hargreaves, 
1997; Anderman & 
Freeman 2004; Delisle, 
2002; Juvonen, 2006; 
McMillan, 2011; 
Vygotsky, 1978 
How do you create and 
maintain teacher-student 
relationships in a 
classroom community?  
Feelings of belonging have been 
demonstrated to support students’ 
motivation and engagement 
Anderman & Freeman, 




According to Ford (2010), parents or caregivers are effective sources of 
information about their children’s strengths and weaknesses because they share cultural 
values with their children; however, educators seldom utilize this informational resource. 
The researcher conducted two telephone interviews each with four parents of students in 
the participating teacher’s classroom to answer the third research question, What are 
parents’ perceptions of classroom community-building with CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve? The parent interviews were another source of evidence of the teacher’s 
classroom community’s influence on underachieving CLED gifted learners. The parents 
who agreed to participate in the study printed, signed, and returned the consent letter to 
the researcher (see Appendix F).  
The first 35 minute interview provided a baseline of parents’ perceptions of the 
underachieving characteristics (cf. Allen, 2017; Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; 
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Moore et al., 2005; Speirs Neumeister et al., 2007; Reis & McCoach, 2000) observed in 
their children and their perceptions of community-building in the classroom (see 
Appendix H). In the first interview, if the parents perceived that their children 
demonstrated low achievement during the previous year, the researcher asked the parents 
to participate in a second interview. The first four questions (see Table 3.10) provided the 
opportunity to understand if a learner demonstrated the characteristics of 
underachievement as reviewed in the literature in Chapter 2. In the second interview, the 
researcher noted the parents’ perception of changes in their children’s behavior due to 
community-building in the classroom by their current teacher (see Appendix I). Table 
3.10 shows the parent interview questions supported by the literature review and the 
parent responses to the questions supported by the third sub question in the study.  
Table 3.10. Parent Interview Questions 
Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  
literature review 
How would you describe your 
child’s academic experience 
this year?  
Parents’ perceptions of the 
child’s abilities 
Allen, 2017; Ford et al. 
2008; Ford & Moore, 
2013; Moore et al., 2005; 
Speirs Neumeister et al., 
2007; Reis & McCoach, 
2000; Rimm, 1988  
So far this year, is there one 
specific subject in which his or 
her performance is low? 
Excels? 
Parents’ perceptions of 
underachieving 
characteristics. 
McMillan & Chavis, 
1996 
(If the parents’ comments 
indicate low achievement) 
What did his or her teacher do 
to help support your child? 








Table 3.10 Continued 
Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  
literature review 
How does your child describe 
their academic achievement 
this year? 
Child’s perception of their 
abilities: self-efficacy and 
self-perception 
McCoach & Siegle, 
2003; Rimm, 1988; 
Siegle et al., 2018, as 
cited in Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018 
Does your child have 
classroom friends? 
The child has intimate social 
connections, initiates the 
feeling of belonging. 
McMillan & Chavis, 
1996 
Is your child motivated to 
complete homework? Is he or 
she able to complete the work 
independently? Who helps 
your child with homework? 
Child’s perception of their 
abilities: self-efficacy and 
self-perception  
Refusing to attempt a 
challenging task or complete 
a task for fear of failure 
have a fixed theory of 
intelligence. 
Delisle, 2002; McCoach 
& Siegle, 2003; Siegle 
& Langley, 2016; 
Snyder et al., 2014 
How does your child’s teacher 
incorporate his or her interests 
and home lives into the 
classroom? 
Engage learners by 
integrating experiences 
based on student interest. 
Teachers, caregivers, and 
cultural environments 
influence a learner’s 
development of higher-order 
thinking. 
Ladson-Billings, 2006, 
as cited in Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis; Lee & 
Smagorinsky, 2000; 
Reis et al., 2007 
In what way(s) has your 
child’s teacher helped you to 
feel a part of your child’s 
school experience? 
The parent is perceived as a 
partner in the learning 
process and an active 
member of the community. 
Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005; McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; Rimm, 
1988; Senge et al., 2012 
How do you create and 
maintain a parent-teacher 
partnership? 
Perceive self as an active 
member in the system of the 
development of their child. 
McMillan & Chavis, 
1986; Rimm, 1988; 
Senge et al., 2012 
 
Nonparticipant Observations  
Descriptive field notes were generated from nonparticipant observations of the 
classroom (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). According to the sense of community theory by 
McMillan and Chavis (1986), six elements comprise the foundation of the theory, each 
 
 97 
with sub elements: membership, influence, integration of fulfillment of needs, shared 
emotional connection, time symbolized in rituals, and spiritual bond. The observation 
protocols (see Appendices M and N) included four of the six elements of the sense of 
community theory by McMillan and Chavis. Membership, or fitting in, is “a feeling that 
one has invested part of oneself in becoming a member and therefore has a right to 
belong” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). With membership comes boundaries; some 
people belong within the boundaries and some do not. According to McMillan and 
Chavis, boundaries provide members with the emotional safety they need to share their 
needs and feelings without the threat of being ostracized. The researcher looked for the 
teacher’s intent to dissolve barriers between classroom learners and instructor strategies 
to help them feel safe, accepted, and welcomed for the membership element in the 
observation protocol.  
Influence was the second element in building community (McMillan & Chavis, 
1986). According to Peterson and Martens (1972, as cited in McMillan & Chavis, 1986), 
there is a sharing of power that results in greater “ownership” of the community by the 
participants. Members feel attracted to a group because of their influence over what 
group members do; their voices have merit. The researcher observed the teacher’s 
established procedures and routines used to empower learners as they navigated 
independently throughout the classroom.  
To assess the third element, the fulfillment of needs, the researcher considered the 
teacher’s processes of acknowledging learners’ successes and accomplishments to fulfill 
learners’ needs. McMillan and Chavis (1986) believed that “it is impossible to determine 
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all of the reinforcements that bind people together into a close community, although 
several reinforcers have been identified: status, competence, and shared values” (p. 13). 
The researcher observed this element in the classroom by noting how the teacher helped 
to promote learners’ self-efficacy through their accomplishments. In addition to the 
learners’ self-efficacy, the researcher noted the sense of agency in the interactions 
between teacher and students during classroom activities. The teacher enabled learners to 
navigate assignments and activities successfully by providing direct feedback. The 
duality of self-efficacy and sense of agency are key for fulfilling the need for control in 
one’s environment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
Shared emotional connection was the fourth element of the theory by McMillan 
and Chavis (1986). The more positive the experiences between members in shared 
events, the greater the likelihood of members bonding and sharing an emotional 
connection. In other words, the more important the shared event to group members, the 
more they bonded as a community (Myers, 1962, as cited in McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
The researcher expected to see the teacher use activities and events to address the 
learners’ social-emotional needs. The events were not limited to classroom activities but 
could occur outside of the daily routines of the academic day.  
The first classroom observation occurred as the school day began to understand 
how and if the morning routines included the six foundational elements. During the 
observation, the researcher noted and observed the following as field notes: (a) morning 
classroom activities of teacher-student interaction, (b) teacher-directed or student-
directed classroom processes, (c) classroom environment, (d) behavior management 
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system, (e) the role of the teacher in the classroom, (f) the student-directed time and 
classroom processes allowed by the teacher, (g) the curriculum, and (h) examples of how 
the teacher created a community in the classroom (see Appendix M). Chapter Four 
provides further explanation and analysis. 
During the second classroom observation, the researcher observed and recorded 
the following as field notes: (a) the classroom activities of the teacher-student, (b) the 
student-directed time and classroom processes allowed by the teacher, (c) instructional 
groupings, and (d) examples of how the teacher created a community in the classroom 
(see Appendix N). In the second observation, the researcher focused more on how the 
teacher created a bond between the students and the environment so that learners felt safe 
to express their personalities, take risks, and work alongside others unlike themselves 
(Delisle, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005). The researcher used an observation protocol to 
collect data on teacher practices (see Appendix N). In addition to the interviews and 
observations, the researcher collected documents and artifacts from the classroom in 
search of evidence for the teacher’s perception of actively building community in the 
classroom. The materials used as evidence included lesson plans, lesson objectives, 
classroom handouts, and photographs. 
Documents and Artifacts 
Documents and artifacts from the classroom served as evidence for whether the 
teacher actively developed relationships through building community. The collected 
documents included lesson plans and objectives. Communication with students’ families 
and the community, such as newsletters and informational e-mails, enabled the researcher 
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to understand teacher-created relationships with families and the community. Artifacts, 
such as photographs of the classroom arrangement and walls, were collected during the 
classroom observation. Photographs visually presented Mrs. Beecher’s environment (cf. 
Creswell, 2003). In case studies, researchers must use visual materials to obtain a 
comprehensive understanding of the case (Creswell, 2013). 
Triangulation was a means to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 
phenomenon and the perceptions of building community in the classroom (cf. Creswell, 
2003). The coding process of artifacts suggested by Creswell and Creswell (2018) 
provided further evidence of responses to the study’s research questions. First, the 
photographs and classroom documents for the study received code labels. Next was the 
process of grouping the artifacts according to the research question to which they 
provided evidence. Figure 3.22 shows the teacher’s math lesson for small-group 








As the key instrument in collecting and analyzing the data in this case study, the 
researcher’s primary concern was the explicit acknowledgment of biases (CITI, 2019; 
Creswell, 2013). Data analysis occurred by separating the collection into categories, 
searching for similarities and differences of the cases and issue-relevant meaning (cf. 
Creswell, 2013). Upon completing the analysis, the researcher determined observed 
patterns and broad categories for the emergent themes. 
The structure used to provide a detailed description of the teacher and the 
classroom of this study was written narrative. The researcher followed a transcription 
process during data analysis to form themes from the generalizations and categories. 
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According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), the data analysis process has sequential steps 
and multiple analysis levels. The researcher followed each step to analyze the data. 
1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis by transcribing the interviews, 
typing field notes, cataloging all visual material, and sorting data into 
categories; 
2. Read or look at all the data to gain an understanding of the quantity of data 
and its overall meaning. Reflecting on the following questions may provide 
the researcher with insights. What are the participants’ general ideas? What is 
the tone of the ideas? What is the impression of the overall depth, credibility, 
and use of the information? In addition to the questions, researchers can 
maintain a reflective journal of general thoughts about the data to reduce bias; 
3. Start coding all the data to organize the data by chunking (text or image 
segments) and writing a word to represent a category in the margin. The 
researcher categorizes and labels the segment sentences. Provide the reader 
with coding procedures to understand the researchers’ intent; 
4. Generate descriptions and themes of the setting, people, and categories or 
themes for analysis. The descriptions are a detailed rendering of information 
about the people, places, or events in a setting. Next, establish codes for the 
descriptions, which are the themes generated from the data. In the findings 
section, these themes will become the headings of the section. The researcher 
analyzes the themes for each case; 
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5. Represent the themes (usually in narrative form) to display descriptive 
information about each participant in a table. In conjunction with the 
discussion, tables are great visual aids for the readers (pp. 193-195). 
Organizing Data for Analysis  
Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested that a researcher first transcribe and 
member check all the interviewed data and field notes. Photographs and documents, such 
as lesson plans, underwent cataloging, sorting, and arranging beside the interview and 
observation data. After conducting the member checks and cataloging the visual data, the 
researcher considered questions posed by Creswell and Creswell, “What general ideas are 
the teacher or parents saying? What is the tone of the ideas? What are the overall depth, 
credibility, and use of the information?” (p. 193). The researcher noted the responses to 
these questions in the margins on the text and transferred the responses to a reflective 
journal (see Table 3.11). Maintaining a reflective journal is a method of acknowledging 
the biases and values of a researcher’s background, culture, or experiences that could 
have an impact on the study. 
Coding Process  
The first step in establishing patterns from the data is to assign codes and to label 
text systematically (Creswell, 2013). The coding procedures for this study were based 
upon the four elements in the sense of community theory in the theoretical framework by 
McMillan and Chavis (1986): membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared 
emotional connection. First, the researcher looked for significant statements from the 
teacher’s first and second interviews that aligned with the theoretical framework, using 
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NVivo to code each statement electronically. After coding of the teacher’s interviews, the 
researcher electronically coded the first observation using the same process, 
simultaneously placing tally marks by each element to compare later and to mark which 
of the four elements were more prevalent in building a community for the teacher. Tables 
3.11 and 3.12 present examples of coding field notes from the first and second 
observation protocol.  
Table 3.11. First Classroom Observation Protocol  





Evidence of observed trait in 
setting 
Reflective notes and 
comments 
Membership: 
Teacher’s intent to 
dissolve barriers b/w 
learners & feeling of 
acceptance/ 
welcomed 
1 Volume increases when 
Amanda one of the five 
learners, enters the classroom 
behind me. 
Unpacking book bags, 
delivering homework the 
appropriate place, and 
conversing with peers already 
in room (see Figure 13). 
The volume of voices 










I As I begin to take notes, a 
debate ensues as to when 
Jesus was really born. Five 
more students enter the 
classroom, immediately 
unpack their book bags, and 
join the conversation with 
their opinion as to the birth of 
Jesus. 
A debate ensues about 
Jesus’s birth, an 
advanced topic for 
third graders.  
Students freely express 
their thoughts. I 
wonder if all students 
debating are Christians. 
If some students are of 





empower learners to 
suggest changes to 
the curriculum or 
other classroom 
activities  
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Table 3.11 Continued  





Evidence of observed trait 
in setting 




processes (note how 
much time or 
number of 
activities) 
I Beecher announces 
homework and home folder 
reminder. 
Learners place homework 
and home folder in 
designated location.  
Homework basket sits on 
top of students’ blue 
mailboxes. Sign on the 
mailbox reads: Once 
homework is corrected, it 
will be returned to your 
mailbox. (see Figure 13). 
Smooth flow of 
morning routines 
Each learner is 
engaged in a task  
Each learner knows 







 Four leaners go to library, 
Jayla upset not one of the 
four.  
Beecher: “Jasmine, I need 
you to accompany Amanda 
to the library when that 
group returns. She needs a 
friend to go with her, and 
you’re a good friend.” Jayla 
smiles. 
Two other students are 
upset that they are not going 
to the library. 
Beecher defuses the 
situation with positive 
acknowledgment. 
Disgruntled student 
going to the library 







I Beecher from her desk, 
“Zeke, why don’t you come 
here to talk to me.” Darrel 
walks to Beecher’s desk to 
talk and tells her that he is 
not feeling well. Zeke is 
still in front of class 
pouting. After a couple of 
minutes, Zeke reluctantly 
goes to Beecher to talk (see 
Figure 13). 









Table 3.11 Continued 





Evidence of observed trait 
in setting 






emotional needs  
 
I Beecher announces, 
“Students here is your 
second-morning meeting 
question. If you were 
spending the day with a 
child that spoke another 
language, what would you 
do with that child?” “Think 
about the question and turn 
to your buddy.” After a 
minute or two, students and 
Beecher turn to their buddy 
and respond (see Figure 12). 
Morning meetings 
engage learners by 
listening to prompt 








   
Other observable 
items that display a 
sense of belonging 
and community 
   
Note. 1 = McMillan, 2011. 






tally Evidence of observed trait in setting 










I Beecher exclaims, “Wimpy Kid 
group, come and get your books.” 
“Super Pudge group and Harry 
Potter group.” I notice the book 
titles are hanging over clusters of 
desks, learners are in teams 
according to book titles. Beecher 
meets with one asking the student to 
go back and look for an answer in 
the passage (see Figure 13). 
First observation, 
Beecher calls cluster of 
desks by group name, 
title of the book the 
learners chose to read. 
Learners grouped by 
common book enjoyed 




throughout the year, 
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Evidence of observed trait in 
setting 
























how much time 
or number of 
activities) 
I Returning from lunch, 12 
learners pile into the 
classroom, placing lunch totes 
near or in their book bags. 
Beecher asks learners what 
time it is, and students 
responded in unison, “Power 
Hour Time!”  
Three to four learners referred 
to the board before responding 
(see Figure 8). Beecher 
informs learners to work 
quietly in groups or 
individually, while she calls 
each group for remediation 
questions (see Figure 21). 








Learners know routines 
and expectations. 
Assert independence.  
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Evidence of observed trait in 
setting 








I Beecher finishes with two 
students and rewards them 
with a treat from the treat jar. 
Beecher asks another student, 
Darrel, to join her. The two 
work through several 
problems. Darrel successfully 
answers a question from the 
QMSA, and Beecher 
congratulates Darrel, asking 
for a high five. Darrel happily 
responds and continues to read 
(see Figure 13). 
Small trinkets from the 
Dollar Store produces 
huge smile from Darrel 










I Beecher announces, “Super 
Pudge,” please come up.” Two 
students go to meet with 
Beecher at the kidney-shaped 
table. Beecher follows the 
same line of questioning as 
with the Harry Potter group: 
first, comprehension question, 
followed by story element 
questions, ending with asking 
what their favorite part of the 
book they have read.  
One learner finds favorite 
section in book, points to it 
without reading it. Learner 
provides lengthy explanation. 
Beecher asked learner to 
“wrap it up.”  
Other learner cannot find their 
favorite part in the book but 
explains it to Beecher (see 
Figure 13). 
Learners choosing 
tasks and order practice 
prioritizing time 
management 
Beecher free to meet 







emotional needs  
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Evidence of observed trait in 
setting 






I Zeke walks up to Beecher 
with pictures in hand. 
Beecher asks Zeke’s group to 
come to the kidney-shaped 
table and join Zeke. Beecher 
informs the group to go to her 
with their work to check 
before picking pictures for 
their science project board. 
Beecher and group review 
questions (see Figure 20). 
Science fair 
preparation significant 
for learners. Learners 
ask me to look at their 
group’s science board. 
Other observable 
items that 
display a sense 
of belonging and 
community 
   
Note. 1 = McMillan, 2011. 
Beecher’s and the parents’ interview responses were coded by chunking those 
responses into equally weighted significant statements of their perceptions of 
underachievement and building community in the classroom. NVivo assigned a 
percentage to the number of repeated statements. Creswell (2013) referred to this process 
of coding as horizontalization. Table 3.13 is an example of coding transcripts using 
NVivo software. Table 3.14 is an example of the coding and chunking of Mrs. Beecher’s 
first interview responses using the NVivo software. The repeated statements with the 
highest percentage were clustered into themes. 
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Table 3.13. Sample of Transcript Statements Coded Using NVivo 
Teacher interview transcript Coding by NVivo 
1. How did you know they were underachieving? 
2. With one, I know that she had capabilities. She comes 
from a lower SES. Her parents are split up with custody 
issues. 
3. With SES, that’s socioeconomic status? 
4. That’s correct. The supervision isn’t as steady as in a 
typical, normal American family. Grand mom does a 
lot, she can’t pick them up or take them to school, and 
Dad works the late shift. So, it is just a little 
disorganized, and I know she just gives up easily. Like 
today, I just don’t want to do it. Well, third grade is the 











NVivo qualitative data analysis software was the aid used to categorize statements 
with similar meanings from teacher and parent interviews, and then group responses 
according to four elements of community-building by McMillan and Chavis (2011; i.e., 
membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection). The 
researcher used the continued process of grouping statements to delve deeper and 
understand the data (Creswell, 2003). Table 3.14 shows an example of grouping the 
fulfillment of needs statements from both the teacher’s first interview and the field notes 




Table 3.14. Sample Fulfillment of Needs Grouping Teacher Interview and Observation 
Data source, 
reference, 






“Same thing in here when you’re working 
with a group of people if you have to be right 
all the time.” So then, we started to brainstorm 
about the things that he could do and different 
reactions and kind of involve the other 
students and listen to how they treat you.” So, 
I secretly bribed a girl, a real sweetheart, to 
work with him. I said, “Now she’s going to 
work with you, and you are going to have to 
work on not being right all the time. And 
you’re going to come later and tell me how 
successful you are.” He had a wonderful 
experience. 
Social and emotional 
needs: One-on-one with 
learner, helping him to 
understand how his 
actions impact his peers 
and how his peers react 




he had to have this experience of working 
with someone and knowing what he is going 
to work on, what social thing he’s not very 
good at. 
Social and emotional 
needs: Learner gains an 
understanding of how to 




We do a unit in here, like with a reading 
group. It goes into very deep things. We talk 
about current issues. It has so many areas 
within it, and my job is to get the kids in here 
and to bring in deep thinking and have them 
analyze their differences and sometimes think 
in a different way. 





Using Skype, parents call in about 
responsibilities of their medical jobs and how 
it ties in with the study of the human body. A 
real-world unit. The kids had to write down 
questions that they were curious about. I 
wrote a definition of who this person was, 
what their job was, and not much more. They 
had to write a KWL…what I wanted. They 
had to write questions and on some index 
cards that they read and ask them during an 
interview. And it was really remarkable…the 
parents enjoyed it, and the child whose parent 
that was so excited. The kids had fun learning 
about another person’s family 
Engages learners by 
connecting curriculum 
with relevant experiences 
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Table 3.14 Continued 
Data source, 
reference, 





Mrs. Beecher: “Amanda, please sit down.” 
“Students give yourself a pat on the back; 
we’re having a great morning.” Students and 
Mrs. Beecher pat themselves on the back 
Provides specifics when 









Mrs. Beecher – From her desk, “Zeke, why 
don’t you come here to talk to me.” Another 
student walks to Mrs. Beecher’s desk to talk 
and tells her that he is not feeling well. Zeke 
is still in front of class pouting. After a couple 
of minutes, Zeke reluctantly goes to DB to 
talk.  
Five students are quietly seated at their desks 
with Chrome Books working on i-Ready. 
Zeke returns to desk, waving hands in the air 
muttering, “30 minutes, but I already did this. 
Why 30 minutes?” Three students return from 
the corner of the room (See Image F) with 







Need for attention 
 
After coding and categorizing all of the interview transcripts, observation field 
notes, and artifacts using the sense of community theoretical framework, the researcher 
looked for nonpredetermined codes across both protocols and artifacts (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). Delving deeper into the data by overlapping elements from both 
protocols provided the opportunity to determine recurring themes, both predetermined 
and emerging. The researcher was able to describe what the teacher considered essential 
to building a community in the classroom as well as that deemed crucial for establishing 




Threats to Reliability and Validity 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the researcher minimized the threats to validity by 
examining literature in support of the central research question, What is the impact of 
actively building classroom community on underachieving CLED gifted learners? The 
validity addressed in Chapter 2 was the means of aligning with the reviewed literature, 
including studies of giftedness, CLED gifted learners who underachieve, and community-
building, were trustworthy, authentic, and credible sources (Creswell & Miller, 2000, as 
cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher took further steps to ensure the 
validity and reliability of findings by conducting triangulation and member checking and 
using a reflective journal (Creswell, 2013). Documenting evidence from interviews, 
observations, and photographs of the classroom provided reliability to the codes and 
themes that emerged from the data.  
The researcher triangulated all data sources, including teacher and parent 
interviews, classroom observations, and classroom artifacts, to ensure the validity of the 
study and the credibility of findings, and to justify the themes (Creswell, 2013). 
Conducting member checking of teacher and parent interview transcripts is a means to 
improve the accuracy of findings and ensure reliable interpretations (Creswell, 2013). It 
was also necessary to recognize threats to validity through reflexivity by clarifying biases 
brought to the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
Reflexivity is a process of self-reflection of experiences from one’s culture and 
personal background that could potentially have an impact on the researcher’s 
interpretations, the meaning ascribed to the data, and the emergent themes. The 
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researcher provided an open and honest narrative of experiences with the topic of sense 
of belonging and community in Chapter One. The researcher also maintained a reflective 
journal throughout the study to note the opinions and biases brought to the study. 
Reflexivity is a core characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Conclusion 
This chapter presented the components needed to conduct a case study inquiry 
(Best & Kahn, 2006; Creswell, 2003, 2013; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). First, the 
researcher introduced a case study design of inquiry that best corresponded with the 
broader question. Second, as the key instrument for multiple data collection methods, the 
researcher delivered a detailed description of the natural setting and participants (cf. 
Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Finally, the researcher documented the case study 
procedures to sustain the reliability of the data (cf. Yin, 2009 as cited in Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). The validity and triangulation of the data sources of information 
occurred by examining the evidence from the sources, causing the evidence to build a 
coherent justification of the themes. 
Chapter Four presents the findings of the data analyzed with the sense of 
community theoretical framework (see Appendix M). The researcher examined the 
findings for predetermined categories of membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, 
and shared emotional connection. Predetermined categories are not categories that 
emerge from the data analysis but those inherent in the theory, as in the sense of the 
community theory’s four elements (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The emergent categories 
from analyzing the data provide a researcher with the opportunity to look for emerging 
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themes from the categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In an ongoing process, the 
researcher alternated between reviewing data for newly formed themes and reexamining 







Chapter Four: Findings 
Introduction 
Chapter Four presents a description and examination of the collected data as it 
relates to the purpose of this study to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in a classroom in a semirural district with CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve. A case study is the research design best suited to explore a real-life, 
contemporary bounded system (case) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection 
(Creswell, 2013). In a case study, the researcher is a key instrument for collecting, 
exploring, and interpreting the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As recommended by 
Creswell (2013), the researcher went into the field, observing behavior, interviewing, and 
collecting artifacts relevant to the research questions. 
By focusing on educational practices, the central research question was, What is 
the impact of building classroom community on CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve?  The research questions for this study were: 
1. What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
2. How do educators implement community-building in the classroom? 
3. What are parents’ perceptions of the impact of classroom active community-
building on CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
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The four elements of the sense of community theoretical framework by McMillan 
and Chavis (1986; membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional 
connection) provided the lens used to observe this study. During observations and 
interviews with the teacher, Mrs. Beecher, the theoretical framework permeated 
throughout the classroom as well as within teacher and parents’ responses, which resulted 
in what Creswell (2013) termed as prefigured categories. Membership, influence, the 
fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection existed before McMillan and 
Chavis (1986) used the theory to categorize the data. The aggregation of data was not 
limited to the prefigured categories, as other categories emerged, as well (see Table 4.15; 
Miller, 1992, as cited in Creswell, 2013).  
Chapter Four begins with an explanation of the study’s context and its relevance 
to the persistent problem of practice. Following is a section on the data collection 
procedures and the data collected to provide the reader with context before reporting the 
findings (Buss & Zambo, 2017). Chapter Four presents a detailed description of the data 
collection and analysis procedures. The data analysis procedures provide support for the 
emergent themes from the key findings. The chapter concludes with a narrative of the key 
findings and the emergent themes, including autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family 
partnership, safe environment, empowerment, and trust. 
Context of Study 
Creswell (2003) stressed that the qualitative researcher’s sensitivity to personal 
lived experiences and the acknowledgment of personal biases is the crux of how the study 
takes shape and form. Personal experiences and interests serve as motivation for 
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understanding the interaction between educators who actively build a sense of belonging 
through building community in the classroom and underachieving CLED gifted learners. 
The underachievement of underrepresented cultures, as with members of economically 
and linguistically marginalized populations attending primary and secondary school, is 
not only a personal experience, but a national phenomenon.  
Because nearly half of America’s public-school students come from CLED 
backgrounds, a disproportionate number of CLED learners receive gifted services 
compared to gifted learners from the dominant culture with less economic diversity 
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). Out of the CLED gifted learners who 
receive gifted services, there is a disproportionate number of underachieving CLED 
gifted learners (Ford et al., 2014). The rise of cultural diversity within American 
classrooms has made it a necessity for educators to make assertive efforts to diversify 
curriculum and instruction, build a sense of belonging in the classroom through 
community-building, and foster safe, collaborative learning environments (Tharp et al., 
2000). 
McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of community theory served as the theoretical 
framework to explain the phenomena of the interrelated constructs of a teacher’s 
perception of building a classroom community with underachieving CLED gifted 
learners. Researchers and theorists have begun to view the classroom as a social place 
where learners could benefit from peer interactions and from a teacher who focuses on 
collaborative relationships with students to build a classroom community (McMillan & 
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Chavis, 1986). In addition to examining this phenomenon through a theoretical lens, the 
researcher chose data collection tools from a case study methodological approach. 
Data Collection 
In qualitative research—specifically, a single case study—a “detailed description 
of the setting and participants are provided followed by an analysis of the data for themes 
or issues” (Stake, 1995, as cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 198). Chapter Three 
presented the setting in detail with numerous photographs. The detailed description of the 
case provides a rich narrative so the reader can understand the researcher’s developing 
identification of emerging themes (Creswell, 2003).  
The researcher chose a third-grade, self-contained gifted setting to conduct the 
study because of its student demographics of race and ethnicity, a teacher who 
demonstrated active community-building, and the presence of gifted CLED learners 
perceived as underachieving in one or more subject areas. In addition to a teacher 
participant, four parents of students in the teacher’s classroom participated in this study. 
Data collection came from three interviews with the teacher, two interviews of each of 
four parents, and two nonparticipant observations. The researcher developed interview 
protocols (see Appendices H, I, J, K, and L) based on reviewed literature and observation 
protocols (see Appendices M and N) and the sense of community theory.  
Data Analysis  
Procedures 
Yin (2009, as cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018) indicated the need to sustain 
qualitative reliability, stating that “researchers need to document the procedures of their 
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case studies and to document as many of the steps of the procedures as possible” (p. 201). 
Triangulating the various data sources ensured study validity by examining evidence 
from the sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes. Before 
analyzing the collected data for themes, data organization occurred for coding and 
grouping into categories, an inductive and deductive process. First, the researcher looked 
for patterns from the collected data while utilizing the theoretical framework by 
McMillan and Chavis (1986; see Appendix M). Next, the researcher chunked the patterns 
into the predetermined categories of membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and 
shared emotional connection and emergent categories to look for emerging themes from 
the categories. The researcher alternated between reviewing data for newly formed 
themes and reexamining the data for additional evidence to support each theme in an 
ongoing process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Sources 
To appreciate the participants’ experiences, researchers who conduct qualitative 
studies should attempt to study participants in natural environments where the concern 
occurs (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) expanded, “The longer researchers stay in the 
“field’ or get to know the participants, the more they ‘know what they know’ from 
firsthand information” (p. 20). Research for this single case study began in fall 2019 at a 
public elementary classroom in a Southeastern state semirural school district. The 
researcher used purposeful sampling with the following criteria: full-time, self-contained 
gifted classes from first grade through the fifth grade that contained gifted learners 
perceived as underachieving by their parents, and a teacher who used community-
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building in the classroom (cf. CITI, 2019). The schools third-grade teacher of the gifted 
participated in the study, as did four parents of students in the teacher’s classroom. 
Chapter Three presented the data collection procedures and the analysis method 
employed by the researcher. 
Key Findings 
The arrangement of data occurred according to the responses to the research 
questions, with each question divided into parts to analyze the question on multiple levels 
for clarity (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Addressed in each question were the elements 
of the psychological sense of community theoretical framework by McMillan and Chavis 
(1986; see Figure 2.2). The analysis of the data collected from the interviews, 
observations, and classroom photographs included a detailed examination of evidence for 
each research question. The level of repetition found in the data indicated validity in 
response to the central research question (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
The report of research question findings underwent categorization by theme-
related components from the data and an examination for assertions (Buss & Zambo, 
2017). After the presentation and analysis of each research question, the researcher 
created a table to clarify the findings, theme-related components, and emergent themes. 
Table 4.18 presents a summary of the theme-related components and the emergent 
themes for each research question at the end of Chapter Four. Creswell and Creswell 
(2018) indicated that a researcher uses a reflective journal to document personal feelings, 
reactions, and motives based on gender, culture, and socioeconomic origins that may 
have had an influence on the analysis of the data. The reflective journal was a 
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compilation of notes maintained in the observation protocols, as noted in the summary of 
each research question. 
Research Question 1: What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve? 
 Members have a right to belong in a community encircled by membership 
boundaries (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) described 
membership as a “common symbol system” (p. 10). The common symbol system could 
be a physical symbol, such as team colors, logo, or geographic location, or a nonphysical 
symbol, such as religious affiliation or political party of choice. In the case of Mrs. 
Beecher’s self-contained, gifted third-grade classroom, the common symbol system was 
the learners’ intellectual abilities.  
All learners in a self-contained gifted class exhibit identified gifted 
characteristics, have met their district’s requirements of an IQ assessment instrument, and 
are eligible to receive educational plans (Southeastern State Plan for Gifted Education, 
2017). The learners in Mrs. Beecher’s classroom met their district’s requirements for 
membership in a self-contained classroom, and Mrs. Beecher’s enabled her learners to be 
members of a community through her practices. The following key findings and the four 
elements of the sense of community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) were the means 
used to understand Mrs. Beecher’s perception of gifted learners as it relates to building 
community in the classroom (see Figure 2.2). 
Perception of Gifted Learners.  The teacher’s perception of gifted learners 
underwent examination first to understand the perception of underachieving CLED gifted 
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learners fully. Mrs. Beecher described her thoughts of gifted learners and said, “[There is] 
much teaching with individuals in mind.” As members of a self-contained classroom, 
gifted learners need the enrichment of their abilities (NAGC, 2010). Mrs. Beecher 
recognized learners’ abilities and simultaneously cultivated learners’ membership into the 
community by validating their abilities. An essential aspect of the sense of community’s 
membership element is the common symbol system (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Members of a community create implied boundaries to separate those who belong and 
those who do not (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.23). In the case of Mrs. 
Beecher’s self-contained gifted classroom, learners’ membership in the community was 
an element she had to foster and not assume due to the students’ eligibility in a self-
contained gifted classroom. 




There is evidence from the teacher interviews and observations that support Mrs. 
Beecher’s perceptions of gifted learners. Mrs. Beecher said,  
The thing with [teaching] the gifted is that choices are very important. I give them 
choice[s]. You may limit [their choices] to only four, but it has to be their 
choice[s]. A lot of times, I do choice boards. They can do a drama, a poem, or a 
rap. I try to include all of the different ways [they can] show what they [have] 
learned. This is comfortable for them. Choices are important. 
Using curriculum pacing and specific praise is key to success when teaching 
gifted students (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2009). Mrs. Beecher elaborated on her 
perceptions of her students’ feelings of their abilities and how they had changed from the 
beginning of the year. She stated, 
Their feelings about their abilities changed from the beginning of the year. The 
work in third grade is so much more difficult than [the work] in second grade. 
This is the first year of major accountability in the state test. They do get excited; 
I keep it very positive in here with rewards. They just finished their i-Ready AP 2 
[quarterly assessment] in reading and math, and all their scores went up. So, they 
were very proud, and we were all excited. 
Mrs. Beecher further indicated the need to differentiate content, process, and assessments 
for gifted learners. She said, “I see growth, and with a few, I see maturity. With some 
gifted kids, they can have quirky personalities. So I have to differentiate and deal with 
their particular abilit[ies].”  
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The capability of impacting or influencing other members of a community is 
appealing and attracts members to a community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CLED 
gifted learners establish and strengthen self-efficacy when they have autonomy and 
choices in demonstrating their knowledge (Lewis et al., 2012; Reis et al., 2007; Reis & 
Renzulli, 2018). In the next level of a sense of community theory, influence, an exchange 
of power was part of Mrs. Beecher’s environment (see Figure 4.24). 
Figure 4.24. Sense of Community Structure: Influence 
 
Mrs. Beecher demonstrated her perceptions of gifted learners’ need for autonomy 
to choose their learning opportunities during the first observation. After a few minutes of 
observing, the researcher noted that Mrs. Beecher returned to Amanda’s (pseudonym) 
desk to continue helping her. Another student, Indesha (pseudonym), returned from the 
library and interrupted Mrs. Beecher and Amanda. Indesha completed the assigned 
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morning activity sheet, the “must do/can do” assignment, and went to the listening center 
(see Figure 3.9), for which Mrs. Beecher gave her approval. There were reminders of 
class rules, subject standards, and other posters with procedures and classroom 
management throughout the classroom (see Figures 3.14 and 3.15), many of which are 
from Kagan’s Classroom Management (2020) system. A system that provides teachers 
and students with the opportunity to collaborate to identify the student’s emotions gives 
students the control to reverse inappropriate behavior. 
During the second observation, Mrs. Beecher gave two learners papers to 
distribute to the class while she quickly placed baskets at each learning center. Mrs. 
Beecher asked all the learners to turn their attention to the whiteboard. She said, “I need 
to complete QMSAs [quarterly mastery of subject assessments] with a few students. So, 
individually or with a partner, you are going to work quietly to complete these items.” 
(See Figure 3.20.) The fourth item on the board was a math learning station, which Mrs. 
Beecher briefly summarized, explaining the standard students should practice at the 
station from her lesson plan (see Figure 3.6), the activity’s goal, and the materials needed 
to play (see Figure 3.21). Mrs. Beecher stressed that no one was to proceed to the fourth 
activity until they completed the first three. The teacher provided learners with the choice 
of working independently or with a partner to complete the tasks.  
Perception of CLED Gifted Learners. Effective gifted education services have 
a foundation in a student-centered environment, curriculum, outcomes, and instructional 
strategies to support gifted learners’ needs, especially culturally, linguistically, and 
socioeconomically diverse gifted learners (Reis & McCoach, 2000). The teacher should 
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challenge gifted learners academically and creatively and with problem-solving skills 
(Reis, 2007). A rewarding aspect of membership in the sense of community theory 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986) is having individual needs met by the community. The third 
element in the theory is the fulfillment of needs (see Figure 4.25), which, in Mrs. 
Beecher’s classroom, included self-regulation, differentiation of curriculum, and social 
and emotional. 
Figure 4.25. Sense of Community Structure: Fulfillment of Needs 
 
Mrs. Beecher reported fewer students with cultural and linguistic backgrounds in the 
school year when this study occurred; nevertheless, she felt that awareness of the needs 
of students with diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds a necessity.  
During the third interview, Mrs. Beecher’s sensitivity toward CLED gifted 
learners became apparent in her cultural response to a current event. She stated, 
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I have to incorporate current events. For example, [there was] the passing of Kobe 
Bryant over the weekend, [and] a lot of kids came in talking about it this morning. 
It’s those types of situations and events that I make into a project. I do find their 
engagement in what they are learning is greater. If they have an interest in the 
environment, then I’ll try and incorporate it into a science or social studies 
assignment. 
Asked how she continued to engage her learners, Mrs. Beecher described how she 
made learning encounters more relevant, a cultural responsive technique to connect with 
the learner:  
Usually, gifted teachers have to be able to turn a situation around to their 
advantage. I remember one student whom I had years ago who didn’t want to do 
any government studies. It was a fifth-grade class and the U.S. government was a 
big part of the social studies curriculum. So, I brought in a fake copy of the 
Declaration of Independence and put it in the book. I asked him to grab me that 
book over there. He pulled it out, and I said, “Oh, my God, what is that?” He 
yelled, “It’s the Declaration of Independence!” I said, “Do you think?” The 
principal came in and played along with it. He ended up doing all this research 
and all the history. It was just a matter of channeling those roadblocks and trying 
to knock them down in creative ways. He just had a blast with the whole topic. 
Mrs. Beecher remained current with events to engage learners, simultaneously 
seeing her role as equally supportive. When she needs to contact a learner’s parent, she 
prefers to take a positive approach. She said, “I think [that] especially the lower SES 
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students hear a lot of negativity.” Mrs. Beecher does not refrain from contacting parents 
but calls to gain support and find solutions to change the leaner’s behavior. She 
explained, “I try to call them and say, ‘Look, this is what’s going on. …I love how she 
does this [finds something she is terrific at doing].” First, Mrs. Beecher tells parents 
about their child’s positive traits; for example, she will say, “But I could use your help 
with [the issue at hand]. Could you help me? If we can handle this, then she is going to be 
fantastic.”  
Guiding and modeling do not stop with the learner in the classroom for Mrs. 
Beecher, who said, “I just need a little help from home, too.” Connection with home is a 
way to reinforce learners’ behaviors in the classroom. Mrs. Beecher shared, 
I found [out that] one father was throwing away every paper at night because he 
doesn’t like the messiness in the bookbag. So, I said, “Could you make a little pile 
for her over here, and if she keeps it in a pile, it’s not thrown away. Maybe a 
shoebox.” Between the two of them, the problem was solved. I don’t try to act 
like I know all the answers; no one wants to be talked down to. So, it’s more like 
we work together.  
Mrs. Beecher believed that establishing a rapport with parents was as important as 
establishing a rapport with the learners in her classroom. 
Perception of Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners. Mrs. Beecher 
maintained that there are a few reasons why CLED gifted learners underachieve. She 
said, “I have different levels of low-achieving students and different reasons why I think 
the student is not achieving to his or her potential.” In some cases, Mrs. Beecher 
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attributed gifted learners’ underachievement to disorganization, stating that 
“disorganize[ation] in the classroom stems from disorganization at home.” Although Mrs. 
Beecher believes that some students “lack motivation, especially if the work is mundane 
and a turnoff,” she felt that continued practice and modeling of organizational skills 
provided learners with different views and mindsets. She affirmed, 
The lower SES [students], we have more here. We have mostly average-income 
[students]. They suffer the same way the rest of the kids do. I—we—have to be 
mindful of that. The famous educator Ruby Payne, she said, “Yes, keep being 
knowledgeable when you are working but hold them up to the same 
expectations.” 
Mrs. Beecher believed that guiding and modeling desired behaviors occurred with 
learners in the classroom and with parents at home. “Some of my lower economic kids’ 
parents, they continuously message me. …There seems to be an organizational issue with 
my lowest socioeconomic [students].” Mrs. Beecher posts procedures and reminders to 
instruct learners in the classroom. She said, 
I’ve noticed through teacher observation that [learners] have issues in the 
classroom because it’s that way at home. So, I am very patient with them. [For 
example], if they have lost three project papers that I’ve sent home, I don’t get 
mad at the child because it’s not his fault, and I don’t get mad at the parent. I’ll 
say, “I’m sending another one home today. Please look for it and Dojo me that 
you have it.” I’ll wait until they Dojo me, but it’s not always the child’s fault. I 
can help from here by giving suggestions of what to do. “You put that library 
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book in your backpack tonight so it’s there and you don’t forget to bring it 
tomorrow morning. Go home and do it now.”  
Mrs. Beecher saw her role as a support for both learners and their families. 
“Teach them organizational skills. I have noticed my lower SES [students] have that 
commonality. I don’t know if they get that support [that] they need, especially if the 
parent is working three or four jobs.” She attempted to support her students whether or 
not she was familiar with the situation, and she made herself available to learners and 
parents. She said, 
I have heard that for some it is pretty tough, and I’m not going to tell a parent 
because I’ve been there. I’m not going to tell a parent that they need to sit for 2 
hours with their child and read or complete homework each night. I’m going to 
say, “Come in and let’s talk; we’ll find out what she needs most and just help with 
that. So, I’m trying to be a coach for the parents, too. 
In Mrs. Beecher’s experience, low self-concept and efficacy may be contributing 
factors to underachievement. She explained, 
I did find out recently that one of my lower-ability students never let me know 
that she was in trouble. I would help her all the time, but she didn’t let me know 
she had angst [felt anxious] inside, and she felt like she couldn’t keep up. My 
heart just broke.  My other one is allowed a lot of freedom at home and doesn’t 
like directions. I just have to put my foot down and be very persistent with her. 
In some cases, Mrs. Beecher made a point of focusing on the positive aspects of 
learners. “I think, especially [for] the lower SES students, all they hear is negative. …I 
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don’t try to act like I know all [of] the answers; no one wants to be talked down to. So, 
it’s more like we work together.” During the first observation, Mrs. Beecher encouraged 
learners to continue to work. She said, “Nachos and Space Kids groups, you’re working 
nicely on your morning work.” At the start of the school year, the learners collaborated in 
creating a group name. Hence, there are signs of the teams’ names hanging above clusters 
of desks (see Figures 3.16 and 3.17).  
Learners built connections based on their shared experiences and shared 
emotional connection, which was the fourth element in the theory by McMillan and 
Chavis (1986, 1996; see Figure 4.26). Mrs. Beecher invested time and energy to 
differentiate instructional processes (e.g., small-group instruction at her kidney-shaped 
table and learning stations activities; see Figures 3.14 and 3.18), and her continued 
positive connection with learners’ families was key in uniting and maintaining a 
community and ensuring shared emotional connection (cf. McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
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Figure 4.26. Sense of Community Structure: Shared Emotional Connection 
 
Summary of Research Question 1. Research Question 1 was the means used to 
explore the teacher’s perceptions of underachieving CLED gifted learners. Creswell and 
Creswell (2018) suggested organizing the data before analysis to establish the teacher’s 
perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners; therefore, the researcher divided the 
question into three parts to include the perception of gifted learners, the perception of 
CLED gifted learners, and the perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners. Mrs. 
Beecher’s knowledge and experience of gifted learners enabled her to understand and 
meet their needs. Evidence of the teacher’s perception was apparent with several 
emerging categories, as shown in Table 4.15. Chapter Five will present Research 
Question 4’s emergent themes of autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family partnership, 




Table 4.15. Research Question 1. Theme-Related Categories and Emergent Themes 
Research questions and theme-related categories Emergent themes  
RQ1: What are educators’ perceptions of underachieving culturally 
linguistically, economically diverse gifted learners?  
Perception of gifted learners 
1. Socioemotional needs met first 
2. Choices provide independence 
3. Differentiate of content, process, and assessment 
Perception of CLED gifted learners 
1. Keep families connected to the classroom and to their child 
2. Differentiate core content for more meaningful learning 
Perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners 
1. Interaction of personal and environmental factors 













Comments written in the reflective journal provided the context of data analysis 
for Research Question 1. The researcher noted the following during the first observation: 
At the start of the school year, Mrs. Beecher recognized that learners from a variety of 
cultural and economic backgrounds needed a joint activity to discover commonalities. 
Learners connected and discussed their favorite books. Eventually, the learners formed 
teams with the same name as the name of their favorite books. 
Also noted in the reflective journal was that the only voices heard were those of 
the partners working together to complete the assignments and Mrs. Beecher, who was 
working with learners at her kidney-shaped table (see Figure 3.14). Differentiating 
instruction was the means used to meet the learners’ needs as individuals. Knowledge of 
the responsibilities in completing assignments produced a safe environment for learners 
to work. The learners appeared well-rehearsed working in the environment. In addition, 
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Indesha’s autonomy provided Mrs. Beecher with the opportunity to spend individual time 
with students who asked for one-on-one instruction. 
Research Question 2: How do educators implement community-building in the 
classroom? 
 Descriptive field notes generated from nonparticipant observations of the 
classroom were the researcher’s primary source of data for Research Question 2. 
Observation protocols (see Appendices M and N) that included the sense of community 
theoretical framework’s four elements (membership influence, fulfillment of needs, and 
shared emotional connection; McMillan & Chavis, 1986) was the tool used to organize 
the findings. Tables 3.10 and 3.11 show the data collected from each observation and the 
researcher’s reflective journal notations. 
Membership. According to McMillan and Chavis (1996), it could be a challenge 
to determine the point at which individuals feel they fit in and belong with a community, 
but it is an important first step. Learners in a classroom have the right to belong and their 
peers have the responsibility to accept their members, all of which takes time. McMillan 
and Chavis noted, “Intimacy occurs along a range. At one end…telling a person or a 
group about how one feels. …This takes personal emotional courage and also incurs 
psychological risk. At the other end of the continuum, intimacy entails speaking about 
what one thinks” (p. 316). Dissolving boundaries is the first step in becoming a 
community member and why membership is the gateway to building community in the 
classroom (see Figure 4.23). 
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When learners are members of the classroom, they view the classroom as a safe 
place to express themselves and feel accepted. It was apparent that Mrs. Beecher strove to 
dissolve barriers between herself and learners so that everyone could feel emotionally 
safe, accepted, and welcomed in the classroom. One strategy Mrs. Beecher used was a 
classroom management tool. She said,  
Kagan is a cooperative classroom management strategy that allows students to 
work with every student. In the classroom, you have different ability levels. They 
are close in a different way. You have A’s and B’s, usually in each group of four. 
You have one, two, three, four, and it keeps them on their toes. A gifted kid can’t 
be bored. You have to change it often to make it lively and exciting. The seating 
arrangement works with the system as well. I can say, “Quick, quick, trade time to 
share with someone new.” Or, [I can say], “Stand up, stand up, and share.” 
Trained as a responsive classroom teacher, Mrs. Beecher utilized morning 
meetings to help learners feel that they belonged. 
During the morning meeting, I always ask them questions, especially when they 
have a new buddy, that they have to come up with the answers. They have to 
share it with another friend. Every morning they have to tell their buddy what 
their favorite color is. Now, this is a child that they may know, but they don’t 
know anything about them. They learn all [of] these really cool details, and then it 
switches next month and the month after.  
Morning meetings provided learners with the opportunity to establish a personal 
relationship with their peers by conversing about topics outside of the classroom. Mrs. 
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Beecher explained, “Morning meetings allow a lot of them to express themselves. When 
they get into that relationship, they’ll share anything.” Mrs. Beecher joined the morning 
meeting conversations, as well, and shared with her partners. She said, “I conduct a 
morning meeting where we will talk to each other. I do share bits about myself with 
them.” 
In sharing parts of her life, Mrs. Beecher provided learners a chance to see her as 
a fluid person rather than a static teacher. She stated, 
Sometimes, I’ll bring up my children. I’ll say, “Oh, yeah. My daughter Lauren 
[pseudonym] hated math, and we ended up having to work a lot at home, and now 
she works in a big bank. She is right up at the top of the chain. And she hated 
math when she was in third grade.” I tell them, “Don’t forget it can be a 
possibility in the future.” 
New learners to the classroom immediately participate in morning meetings, 
which serves to decrease their fear when entering a new environment. Mrs. Beecher 
stated, 
We have a new student, and everyone was really up from that. So, she needs 
constant attention, and she was my partner. We had to develop handshakes, so I 
teased her. I said, “Jennie [pseudonym], do you do something like this [waves 
hands in the air]?” She said, “I didn’t want to do that.” I said, “Oh, yes, you did.” 
She started laughing. So, sometimes you have to joke around with them every 
once in a while but not in a condescending or mean way. 
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The researcher watched Mrs. Beecher conduct a morning meeting during the first 
observation. She rang a chime and the students responded by pushing in chairs, walking 
to the front of the room, and sitting on the floor near the teachers. She asked the learners 
to turn to their buddy and say, “Hi, welcome to school. Glad you are here today.” The 
learners turned to their buddies and repeated what Mrs. Beecher said. Mrs. Beecher 
posted pairings of buddies at the bottom of the board as a reminder for learners (see 
Figure 3.13). Mrs. Beecher said, “Do your handshake,” and learners turned to their 
buddies taught them their handshakes.  
Influence. According to the sense of community theory, members must know that 
they can contribute and have some impact on their peers (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
The theory presents the influence element as a bidirectional concept in which 
“community must be able to influence its members, and members must able to influence 
the community” (McMillan, 1996, p. 318). Trust in others must occur for members to feel 
like part of the community and progress to the next level (see Figure 4.24). 
The learners knew and valued their classmates and their opinions. Mrs. Beecher 
allowed learners to have opportunities for recognition inside and outside of the 
classroom. She said, 
I found a safe soccer ball that was close to the real one they use, so I told the 
player that if he hit another child in the head, it wouldn’t hurt them. We all went 
out there and watched. Oh, my goodness, that child was phenomenal. He ended 
up helping our new PE coach show other students how to play soccer. 
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Similarly, learners knew their voice mattered to their peers; classroom norms 
caused learners to conform. Mrs. Beecher sometimes helped learners understand the 
consequences of their behavior. She recalled an incident with one of her learners: 
One boy was doing an activity this morning, and a person didn’t want to partner 
with him, and he was the odd man out. He cried and came up to me. Some kids 
just don’t pick it up quickly, and it is often with the gifted. I tried to steer him 
toward the reason why, [and said], “Well, I sometimes notice that when you’re in 
a group, it gets loud, and you like to be right all [of] the time. Do you notice 
that?” He said, “Yeah.” I said, “Well, do you think that sometimes people aren’t 
comfortable with you being right all the time?” He said that he didn’t know what I 
was talking about. I said, “Well, at recess yesterday, you had to be right about 
how you scored a possible goal and didn’t listen to anybody else.” He said, 
“Yeah, they all got mad, and they didn’t want to play with me.” I said, “Well, that 
happens a lot, and people don’t want to work with you if you have to be right all 
[of] the time.” 
Mrs. Beecher also helped learners understand the impact of their actions on others: 
I want him and the others to be confident and have a voice but also to know [that] 
there is a consequence for what he does. So then, we started to brainstorm about 
the things that he could do and different reactions and [how to] kind of involve 
the other students and listen to how they treat [him]. So, I secretly bribed a girl, a 
real sweetheart, to work with him. I said, “Now she’s going to work with you, and 
you are going to have to work on not being right all [of] the time. And you’re 
 
 141 
going to come later and tell me how successful you are.” He had a wonderful 
experience. 
Establishing routines and procedures was a way to enable learners to self-direct in 
their classroom. Mrs. Beecher said,  
There are several things I do, like Kagan. Our curriculum is so fast-paced that I 
have to remind myself to bring it into what I do. Like today, I asked them to 
please get into [their] groups, and they want[ed] to go with their friends 
immediately, but I forc[ed] them to work with other [people]. 
Mrs. Beecher provided learners with opportunities to lead to enforce autonomy and self-
confidence. She stated, 
I do student-led conferences. The kids are going to learn to do this more as the 
year goes on. They are given a list of points to talk about: What is their part that 
they have to work on to improve, and what are they doing to rectify that? My rule 
of thumb is, “Okay, so this student is not listening. This student is not the same. 
You still have to make it better. You can be good at it.” That is kind of how we 
approach them in these conferences. A child has to be very involved and honest. 
Creating an environment in which learners know their opinions have value is a 
way to foster learners’ self-confidence and teach the value of differences between others. 
Mrs. Beecher infused tolerance into the curriculum at every opportunity: 
Another thing that I do is Teacher Reads [a free online reading program that 
builds comprehension]. Right now, I am reading Wonder, and it’s a wonderful 
book [for] teach[ing] how to get along with that child who’s different. Teacher 
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Reads has created it, and I’ve read several books this year that have created it. 
Discussing it and talking about it really makes it important for everybody, and 
that is probably why you saw what you saw today. I read books that teach 
children how to be good community members. We also go over civics in social 
studies, and I hit [on] that really heavy. Knowing [that] their classmates value 
them and their opinions is important.  
Similarly, classroom norms lead students to conform. The researcher expected to 
see the teacher use procedures and processes to empower learners to make the classroom 
theirs for this element, either by becoming familiar with the daily classroom routines or 
by suggesting changes to classroom activities. The researcher observed Mrs. Beecher in 
the classroom and there was abounding evidence of her established self-directed learners. 
As learners walked into the classroom at the beginning of the day, they delivered their 
homework, forms, and papers to a central location. The class homework basket and blue 
mailboxes were located near each other for easy access for learners (see Figure 3.14). The 
researcher noted in her reflective journal that routines are ways to foster independence 
and self-directed behavior.  
After returning from an assembly, the learners knew the routines and performed 
as expected. Mrs. Beecher told them, “All right, you should be done with your tangerines 
and working on Google Classroom.” The teacher walked around to students to ensure the 
students were on Google Classroom. Amanda (pseudonym) wanted help. Jayla 
(pseudonym) asked a question, Mrs. Beecher helped solve a problem, and Jayla worked 
by herself. Six students worked and talked quietly, two students helped their neighbor 
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find the assignment, and two showed others what they saw on Google Classroom. The 
researcher noted in her reflective journal how the learners had evident leadership skills. 
The students were not afraid to ask for help and, after receiving it, they gave help to 
someone else. 
On the way to an assembly, the learners quietly followed a path to the cafeteria 
and auditorium. When they arrived, Mrs. Beecher pointed to a center table and each 
student sat side by side in an orderly manner. Mrs. Beecher did not sit with the students 
but stood some distance away by the wall. The students quietly watched the performance 
and proceeded back to the class after the assembly.  
During the second observation, the researcher observed four students at the 
Fraction Pictionary station (see Figure 3.21). Zeke (pseudonym) yelled, “That’s not fair!” 
at the other players. Every head in the room turned to look at what was happening at the 
station. Amanda, one of the original students trained by the aide to assist other students in 
learning how to play, used a low voice to ask Zeke to calm down, get a drink of water, 
and come back so she could explain what had happened and why the other player had 
made a fair move. Zeke walked to the water fountain, drank water, splashed his face with 
water, read a poster on the back door near the fountain (see Figure 3.11), and returned to 
the game. By this time, the students who were playing continued to play, the students 
working on math block activities continued to work, and students at the other stations 
continued with their activities. Mrs. Beecher continued to work with the group of two 
students at the kidney-shaped table.  
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Upon Zeke’s return, Amanda approached and explained why the other player had 
made a fair move. Zeke appeared to accept Amanda’s explanation and continued to play. 
Amanda did not become upset or yell at Zeke; instead, it appeared she had seen Zeke act 
this way before and knew exactly how to respond. Mrs. Beecher and the other learners 
watched for a minute or two and returned to their tasks.  
Fulfillment of Needs. Teachers and students harmoniously trade satisfying needs, 
such as feeling nurtured and acknowledging accomplishments, reinforcing the necessity 
to interact with each other and maintain a sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 
1986). McMillan (1996) asserted that for gifted learners in a self-contained environment, 
“Bonding begins with the discovery of similarities. If one can find people with similar 
ways of…feeling, thinking and being, then it is assumed that one has found a place where 
one can be safely oneself” (p. 321). During the fulfillment of needs level of community-
building (see Figure 4.25), learners gain confidence in their abilities, which results in the 
trading of needs with other learners (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
With a paper in hand, a learner stood and looked at the award wall (see Figure 5). 
The learner pointed to a section of the wall and told the other learner where he will put 
his on the award wall. The award wall contained standards updated each month for each 
subject. Once a month, all students could decide which standard to submit an award-
winning assignment to for the wall, and not all of them received A grades. On a few 
papers, the teacher had written the words “great improvement” in large letters. 
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Providing learners with positive reinforcement and constructive feedback is a vital 
way to assist in changing behaviors and developing positive self-concept. Mrs. Beecher 
explained how she encouraged learners with an example of a conversation:  
Same thing in here when you’re working with a group of people if you have to be 
right all the time. So then we started to brainstorm about the things that he could 
do and the different reactions and [how to] kind of involve the other students and 
listen to how they treat [him]. …Now she’s going to work with you, and you are 
going to have to work on not being right all the time. And you’re going to come 
later and tell me how successful you are. He had a wonderful experience. He had 
to have the experience of working with someone and knowing what he is going to 
work on [and] the social skill he need[ed] to improve. 
Mrs. Beecher employed culturally responsive teaching to provide students with 
opportunities to focus on reflection and self-awareness of cultural beliefs and how they 
feel about others in the classrooms (Gay, 2002; Hammond, 2017). 
Whether from a district-approved curriculum or from the content she brought to 
class and initiated herself, Mrs. Beecher found opportunities to expose learners to social 
and emotional issues: 
We do a unit in here, like with a reading group, and it goes into very deep things. 
We talk about current issues. It has so many subject areas within it, and my job is 
to get the kids in here and to bring in deep thinking and have them analyze their 
differences and sometimes think differently. 
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Mrs. Beecher used small group instruction to spend time with learners. During 
small group instruction, Mrs. Beecher engaged the learner in communal dialogue, a 
culturally responsive teaching technique. The researcher observed a well-established 
strategy of small group instruction and independent learning. “Harry Potter group, come 
on up,” exclaimed Mrs. Beecher, and five learners leaped to her behind the kidney-
shaped table with books in hand. She asked the learners a comprehension question, and 
all five busily searched for an answer in their books. Two students shouted answers while 
paging through their books, while the other three continued to frantically flip pages. Mrs. 
Beecher continued by calling on each learner to answer one of the five story element 
questions (plot, character, conflict, theme, and setting).  
As members of one group finished, students in another group waited to the side. 
“Super Fudge are you ready?” exclaimed Mrs. Beecher. The next group of three learners 
darted to the kidney-shaped table with their books in their hands. Mrs. Beecher asked 
questions similar to those of the first group, with one exception: “Explain your favorite 
part of the story thus far.” The learners quickly opened their books to find their favorite 
parts. One learner began to answer without looking in the book, and Mrs. Beecher 
reminded the student to look for evidence. Other students in the group shared their 
favorite parts by reading a sentence or two and providing an explanation. Mrs. Beecher 
returned to the student who could not find a favorite section in the book. The learner who 
had spoken first did not find his favorite part, so she permitted him to explain without 
locating the section in the book. The researcher noted in her reflective journal that 
whether it was one child or several, Mrs. Beecher offered each learner her undivided 
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attention. She might have given the learner only a minute, but the child appeared 
satisfied. 
Providing learners with her attention was not the only way Mrs. Beecher 
reinforced positive behavior or acknowledged students. During a one-on-one session with 
a learner, she praised the student for meeting a reading goal with a special handshake and 
a treat from her treat jar. Some time later, another learner asked to join Mrs. Beecher at 
the kidney-shaped table. The two worked through several problems from a quarterly math 
assessment book. Mrs. Beecher happily announced, “Congratulations, Darren 
[pseudonym], you are done!” She asked Darren for a high five, and he happily responded. 
She offered him a treat, but he wanted to continue reading.  
The learners worked on completing a choice board quietly. Zeke stood in front of 
the class with his arms crossed and lower lip protruding. After a couple of minutes, Zeke 
reluctantly went to Mrs. Beecher to talk. Five learners sat quietly at their desks, working 
with Chrome Books to complete the choice board. Zeke returned to his desk, waving 
hands in the air, muttering, “Thirty minutes, but I already did this. Why 30 minutes?” 
Three students returned from the corner of the room (see Figure F) with activity sheets 
and sat quietly. Mrs. Beecher calmly asked, “Zeke, why don’t the two of us work 
together at the front table?” Zeke fell to the floor and crawled to the front of the room. He 
asked for help and Mrs. Beecher moved to assist him. Later in the day, Zeke walked to 
Mrs. Beecher, hugged her, and asked, “What is next?”  
Shared Emotional Connection. When learners have positive interactions with 
events not associated with academic grades, they experience a sense of community 
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(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). There are strengthened bonds between learners when they 
donate their time and abilities, such as when they collaborate on joint product activities 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). A shared emotional connection among learners could result 
from the opportunity to participate in positive, nonacademic events. Learners feel a deep 
connection with their peers when they spend time collaborating. Shared emotional 
connection, the fourth element (see Figure 4.26) between learners, indicates a sense of 
“all for one and one for all” (McMillan, 1996, p. 323). 
Learners satisfy their social-emotional needs when they work together toward a 
goal outside of a graded assignment, such as a play or a field trip. The morning meeting 
is an activity in which learners can interact without threat or fearing for their grades. Mrs. 
Beecher instructed the learners to change partners every month:  
The reason I have them change their buddy each month [is because it] allows 
them to know that person really well, and the next month, when they get a new 
buddy, they get to know that person well also. It has solved many issues because 
at the beginning of the year, this class did not get along. We had a lot of leaders in 
here and many children who did whatever they wanted, and it has been a slow 
process of expectations [and] experiences with getting to know friends and 
matur[e]. 
During the researcher’s first observation, Mrs. Beecher stated, “Students, here is 
your second morning meeting question. If you were spending the day with a child [who] 
spoke another language, what would you do with that child? Think about the question 
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and turn to your buddy.” After a minute or two, the learners and Mrs. Beecher turned to 
their buddies and responded.  
During the second observation, Zeke approached Mrs. Beecher with pictures in 
his hands and asked which ones should go on their group’s science board. Mrs. Beecher 
asked, “Who is in Zeke’s group? Come to the kidney-shaped table and join Zeke in 
picking pictures for your project.” Reflective journal notation: Mrs. Beecher did not 
grade the science fair projects but provided students with an opportunity to work together 
in a noncompetitive environment. The learners displayed each of the group or individual 
projects for a science fair night. 
Summary of Research Question 2. Research Question 2 was the means used to 
examine how the educator implemented community-building in the classroom. The 
researcher examined data from the teacher interview protocols (see Appendices H, I, and 
J) and the observation protocols (see Appendices M and N). The classroom observation 
protocols showed how Mrs. Beecher incorporated procedures and processes to enable 
learners to experience each of the four elements of the theory by McMillan and Chavis 
(1986). Table 4.16 shows the evidence for each sense of the community element and 
predetermined categories compared to Mrs. Beecher’s behaviors both in and out of the 
classroom. The main emergent themes from the categories were relationships, 
empowerment, trust, and bond. Chapter Five will include a discussion of the themes. 
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Table 4.16. Research Question 2, Predetermined Categories, and Emergent Themes 
Research questions and theme-related categories Emergent 
themes  
RQ2: How do educators implement community-building in the 
classroom? 
Membership 
1. Morning meetings 
2. Modeling desired behaviors 
Influence 
1. Self-confidence 
Fulfillment of needs 
1. Acknowledgment of successes  
2. Personal development 














In the reflective journal, the researcher wrote that morning meetings were a means 
of dissolving barriers between students and the teacher and strengthening membership 
among learners. The teacher established a rapport with learners and gained a perspective 
other than academics. Likewise, the learners could see other sides of their teacher and of 
each other. The researcher noted that morning meetings were nongraded activities in 
which the teacher allowed the students to express themselves and bond with each other. 
The tone of the meeting was positive, happy, and lighthearted. 
The researcher noted in the reflective journal that the learners knew the classroom 
expectations. The learners influenced and did not disappoint each other. For example, the 
way Amanda spoke to Zeke and calmed him could have been the result of watching Mrs. 
Beecher model the behavior. The researcher noted Mrs. Beecher’s positive feedback and 
acknowledgment of learners’ accomplishments in the reflective journal. A learner, with a 
smile on his face, continued to read with vigor after receiving the reward. 
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In her reflective journal, the researcher noted that the learner had more interest in 
reading than picking a treat from the treat jar, which shows that intrinsic motivation is a 
more powerful force than extrinsic motivation. Zeke frequently needed and sought Mrs. 
Beecher’s attention; she appeared to know how to patiently defuse his behavior and 
return him to the task at hand. In the end, Zeke received the attention he sought, and Mrs. 
Beecher redirected Zeke to work. 
Research Question 3: What are parents’ perceptions of actively building community 
with CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
Family members play an essential role in motivating and reversing the 
underachievement of gifted learners (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Ford et al., 2008; Lee & 
Anderson, 2009; Westheimer, 1996). Family members have an inherent understanding of 
the learner’s cultural background, creating a holistic perspective of the learner. The 
findings from Research Question 3 provided the data used to gain a perspective of the 
whole child. In the following key findings, the four elements of the sense of community 
theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) were the means used to assist in understanding the 
parents’ perceptions of gifted learners and building community (see Figure 2.2). 
Evidence from semi structured interviews presented parents’ perceptions of their 
children’s achievements in the classroom, as well as parent-teacher communications 
before and after active classroom community-building. The first parent interview 
centered on the child’s academic performance and the parent-teacher communication 
from the prior year; the second parent interview pertained to the current year.  
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Perception of Low Achievement. The parents interviewed for this study 
provided their perceptions of their children’s academic abilities from the previous and 
current school year. Two of the parents observed that their children struggled with math 
skills and concepts when completing their homework assignments last year. Sharon 
commented about her daughter, “She struggled a little bit in math, but I think it was more 
that she had the perception that math was hard. She didn’t like it. She put up a block 
toward it.” Sharon’s child was not the only student who had problems with math; 
Davida’s child experienced similar impediments. She said, “I would say math is where 
she struggles the most. She wasn’t understanding it in general. I do not think it was 
clicking in her head [about] how math works and how numbers work.”  
           Whereas Sharon and Davida’s children struggled with math, Ophelia and 
McIntosh’s children struggled with reading proficiency. McIntosh’s child received 
average grades in school, but she felt her son struggled to understand what he read at 
home. McIntosh related, 
Well, according to his report card last year, he had all A’s, but he was at a school 
that was not the right school. So, I would say it was below average statewide. The 
only subject I was ever concerned about was reading because he always struggled 
with reading. From what I saw of him, I didn’t see how he was making A’s 
because at home, he was really having trouble reading—a real struggle with 
reading. 
Both parents felt that the grades their children received in reading did not indicate 
their children’s ability. [Ophelia] said, “I felt that his reading was a little behind, [but] he 
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excelled, and he got good grades in everything.” The parents provided limited 
information because they observed their children at home and saw their children’s report 
cards, which did not match. 
          The parents also reported low achievement or underachievement for the current 
year. “I think he is probably about the same as last year,” reported Ophelia. “It seems Ms. 
Beecher pushes him to read, but he is still having a hard time wanting to read and 
understanding what he reads.” McIntosh shared comparable views of her child and said, 
“He is still struggling a little with reading this year.” 
           The difference between parents’ reports from the previous year and the current 
year was their knowledge of their children’s performance in the classroom. When parents 
connect with the classroom, they learn how to help their children. Sharon said, “She likes 
her academic experience so far this year. She’s still having a little issue with math. But 
this year, it’s more of the test-taking side. I just go over it and practice it with her. If she 
doesn’t get nervous when it comes time to test in class, she enjoys it.”  
            There was evidence of parents’ perceptions of low achievement or 
underachievement in one subject area by their children. Report card grades were not the 
only factors parents used to evaluate students’ performance. The parents also perceived 
low achievement after observing their children struggling with assignments. Ophelia did 
not consider grades as important as her child did. She shared, 
He has a tendency sometimes to think that a grade is the only thing that matters, 
and I have to keep reminding him that it isn’t. Even though he doesn’t have 
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straight A’s this year, learning is more important to me. I just keep reiterating that 
to him. This year, he has to work hard. 
The parents used their knowledge of their children’s performances in the classroom to 
assist their children at home. 
Communication Prior to Active Classroom Community-Building. The use of 
boundaries in the sense of community theory is a means of both identifying and including 
members as well as excluding individuals from membership, which creates an us-versus-
them environment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Excluding parents through a lack of 
communication of classroom events, learners’ progress, and homework assignments 
produce a decreased connection for learners between school and home. Weakened 
connections between the teacher and the parents result in diminished possibilities of 
parent membership and learner achievement, the first element in the theory by McMillan 
and Chavis (1986) and the gateway to the other three elements of building community. 
Strong bonds between the school and the home are the means of motivating 
learners and increasing academic achievement (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). One 
way to connect life at home to life at school is to create meaningful homework 
assignments and projects (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Parents answered questions 
about their involvement with their children’s homework in the previous year.  Sharon 
stated, “As far as homework that the school gave, he did not spend much time completing 
it.” Sharon remembered that in the general education classroom, “Last year, the county 
did not provide homework for anybody. They felt like students needed more family time 
and did not allow homework. I think no homework contributed to [my child] not reading 
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well and not understanding what he is reading.” Davida also related the lack of at-home 
assignments, saying, “Last year, there was no homework from her teacher. I would give 
her homework, especially in math. I bought workbooks for her to do.” 
           Incorporating authentic, interest-based learning is a way to strengthen the 
connection between home and school for both the learners and their family members 
(Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). When asked if her 
child felt interested in incorporating school activities, Sharon responded, “I’m not sure 
about incorporating her interest in school. Maybe like soccer; they would play during 
their recess.” McIntosh, too, felt unsure, and said, “I think there were a couple of times 
last year when his interest was incorporated into the classroom.” Ophelia was also not 
sure, stating, “Oh, gosh, I couldn’t tell you if his interest was incorporated into the class. I 
don’t know.” Davida was clearer when she said, “No, I didn’t see any of her interests 
incorporated into the classroom.” 
There is a need to provide opportunities for parental involvement so parents can 
see what happens in class and how their children interact with their peers and teachers to 
support learners’, parents’, and teachers’ efforts for learner success. When asked about 
this subject, Ophelia said, “They don’t allow family into the classroom and I didn’t feel 
invited. I felt like they tried to keep home and school separated. I think the principal 
didn’t want parents to be involved.” Davida agreed with Ophelia, stating, “No, I didn’t 
see her teacher reach out to talk to me. I just tried to communicate more through 
ClassDojo. In general, I would check in every once in a while, and just make sure that she 
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was on track.” McIntosh, whose child attended a different school last year, had an 
alternate view: 
Yes, I did feel welcome. It was a smaller school, and I was always welcomed into 
the classroom. The teachers were always willing to have me come in. There was a 
day when I went in because [my son] wanted to play the violin at half-day. I 
brought his violin in, and he played a song for his classmates so they could see 
him play the violin. 
           There were mixed responses to the question if their child appeared happy and 
socialized the previous year. Sharon said, “Yes, she did [appear happy and socialized]. It 
was a small class of friends. Everybody was friends.” Davida replied that her child was 
“a social butterfly” wherever and with whomever she wanted. Ophelia’s child also liked 
to socialize, and she said, “He is a little social butterfly in any classroom. He can walk 
into a grocery store and make friends with anybody. He can walk into any class and make 
friends with anybody that’s in there.” However, McIntosh’s child experienced a different 
situation: 
Last year, he did not really have many friends. He didn’t really get along with the 
other kids, and that became a problem. He started having more friends whenever 
he went into his gifted class, but the problem with that was there were three 
different schools that were converging for one day. So the friends that he was 
making didn’t even go to his school. 
McIntosh’s child attended a school that provided gifted services one day a week and was 
the central location for gifted learners from three other schools. McIntosh explained:  
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He was always really excited to go to school on the days he had gifted [class], but 
then he started getting in trouble. When he would go back to his regular class the 
other four days, he complained of being bored, and he wanted to do more. He was 
just confined to the classroom setting, where he’d have to teach everybody. He 
loved the gifted program, but it caused other behavioral problems when he wasn’t 
in it. 
Communication After Active Classroom Community-Building. The physical 
distance between school and home is an inherent boundary needing to be diminished for 
learners to achieve academic success (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Crossing the 
boundaries to gain membership for parents requires personal investment from both the 
parents and the teacher (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.23). According to 
McMillan and Chavis (1986), membership has greater meaning through personal 
investment and when the member has spent time and energy earning the right to be in a 
community. Both the parents and Mrs. Beecher invested time and energy in building 
community in the classroom. 
The following evidence presents parents’ current-year experiences with their 
children’s teacher connecting the classroom with home through homework. Sharon’s 
perception of her child’s math ability remained the same as the previous year; however, 
this year, Sharon learned about what had occurred in the classroom. She said, “I think 
[my daughter] gets a lot of support this year. She is always coming home with math 
pages and I am able to practice with her at home.” Davida expressed a similar experience 
and said, “I would describe her academic experience this year as more personal. She’s 
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receiving more attention and she’s being challenged more than she was in the regular 
classroom last year.” Davida elaborated by explaining, 
She was struggling in math last year. This year, Mrs. Beecher gives students 
another way to study math. It’s more personal. They work on one number at a 
time. Right now, she’s working on six, and she’ll complete six and will work on 
seven. Mrs. Beecher gives her math-related things to help her study during the 
week. She is reaching that point where she’s becoming academically strong, and 
she’s becoming more confident—definitely more confident. I feel like working on 
one number at a time, whether it’s for 1 week or 2 weeks, really helps her to 
become confident and to know what she’s doing. 
Ophelia’s perception was that her child’s reading proficiency remained low. She 
shared, “I think his reading performance is probably about the same. Mrs. Beecher makes 
him read more, but he is still having a hard time wanting to read and understanding what 
he is reading.” In the previous year, Ophelia felt concerned about the discrepancy 
between report card grades of A in reading and her child who struggled to read and 
comprehend at home. This year, Ophelia conveyed her satisfaction with her child’s 
school experience. She said, “I wanted him to be challenged. I want[ed] him to learn 
more. So, I’m happy that he is in a [self-contained] gifted class, and I don’t mind helping 
him, as long as I know what needs to [do] for homework.” Earlier in the interview, 
Ophelia spoke of a conversation she had with her child about grades. She said that 
generally, her child “has a tendency sometimes to think that a grade is the only thing that 
matters, and I have to keep reminding him that it isn’t.” Ophelia believed that her child 
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received more academic challenges, and said, “I knew that when he switched to [full-
time] gifted class, it would be faster. I like it more that he is in this class.”  
McIntosh had a similar experience to the other parents and said, 
[Mrs. Beecher] is really good at sending home information about homework. She 
will send out a message to the parents [that reads] “Homework tonight is XYZ.” 
Then I know [what to expect] as well as my son. He can never say, “I don’t have 
any homework” [because] the teacher informs parents [about] what to expect [for] 
homework. She gives us plenty of time to always be available to talk to the class 
through ClassDojo. Tonight, when my son got upset with me [about homework], I 
sent [Mrs. Beecher] a message. She responded within 15 minutes with the correct 
spelling words to study, and we moved on with our day. If these were the wrong 
words, [Mrs. Beecher would have] take[n] a picture of the right words and sen[t] 
them to me. We didn’t waste the whole night doing something we shouldn’t have 
or have the anxiety that it creates. 
Interest-based learning is a way to engage students and strengthen learners’ 
confidence in their abilities (Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 
2018). In addition, differentiating the curriculum through interest-based learning provides 
support for parent-teacher relationships by connecting learners’ interests from home to 
school (Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Influence, 
sense of community theory’s second element, is a bidirectional element (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.24). A cohesive community can occur when members feel 
 
 160 
confident in their abilities to influence the community and likewise receive influence 
from the community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Parents considered whether Mrs. Beecher incorporated their children’s interests in 
school assignments. Sharon responded, “When we went to parent-teacher night, I noticed 
that [my child] and one particular girl are close, and Mrs. Beecher allowed them to work 
a lot together, and they are learning at the same [time and] enjoying it.” Ophelia saw her 
child’s interest incorporated in and out of the classroom; relating, “He likes to build 
things, and he received a letter inviting him to the after-school robotics program. He is 
very excited about that.” 
McIntosh was not sure if her child’s interest was incorporated into the classroom, 
but said, “I think Mrs. Beecher is incorporating his interest in school. If she is not 
incorporating his interests, then she is definitely keeping him interested in whatever she is 
teaching. He is not coming home complaining like he did last year.” Davida observed an 
overall increase in school engagement from her child. She explained, 
Her year is more interesting [and] more hard work, too. She’s doing a lot better 
this year, [and school is] definitely more challenging. The regular classroom was 
a little bit easy for her, and she was becoming distracted, talking too much with 
other people and slipping in her academics. Now, she’s not so easily distracted 
and her level of knowledge is increasing. 
Parents expressed that in previous years, the lack of communication with the 
classroom teacher caused feelings of exclusion. The parents did not feel that the teacher 
satisfied their need to feel part of their children’s learning experiences in school; 
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fulfillment of needs is the third element in the sense of community theory (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.25). When building community in the classroom, the shared 
value is the child’s success, and the fulfillment of needs for the learners and the parents 
are key for learner success (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Communication with Mrs. Beecher was a positive experience for each of the 
parents. Davida reciprocated communication and said, “Mrs. Beecher keeps in contact 
with me. I also keep in contact with her. Particularly [on] ClassDojo. We talk a lot [on] 
ClassDojo. I can reach [out and] find out what is going on in the classroom.” Davida and 
her child now speak more about the school. She said, “Yes, communication is definitely 
better. She communicates with me. We discuss school, and we talk about homework 
together. Mrs. Beecher always keeps me in the loop.” 
Ophelia attributed the increased communication to Mrs. Beecher’s use of an 
electronic messaging tool. She said, “Communication with parents is so much better. The 
way she uses ClassDojo, every time I send a message, she responds almost immediately.” 
There is also a stronger parent-teacher relationship. Ophelia shared, “Mrs. Beecher is 
really good at communicating, and it makes me feel better about what is going on in the 
classroom. She tries to help everyone stay involved, and I think she is really good. I like 
the parent-teacher rapport; it’s great.” Increased communication between McIntosh and 
Mrs. Beecher resulted in decreased behavioral issues in the classroom for McIntosh’s 
child. She said, “If he has a problem in school, Mrs. Beecher has no problem with calling 
me.” According to McIntosh, they can handle problems and concerns together 
immediately. She said, “Mrs. Beecher will call me first and allow me to talk to [my 
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child]. If something is wrong, or if he feels that something is not right, then I can talk him 
through it.”  
Mrs. Beecher did not communicate with parents only to resolve problems; she 
also reached out with guidance or suggestions. According to McIntosh,  
Recently, [Mrs. Beecher] sent me a little message that said, “I have some ideas 
that I think could help [your child] with reading. Can you please schedule a 
conference with me so that we can go over it?” She is always reaching out to me 
the same way that I can reach out to her. If she has an idea that she thinks will 
help him, she lets me know, and then I make an appointment for a conference, and 
we can go over it. 
Davida stressed that improved parent-teacher communication created stronger 
communication with her child. She said, “We talk more about what she is learning in 
class. She’s very into telling me, ‘You know what I learned?’”  
Parents reported increased independence and overall pleasure with school this 
current year. The fourth element of the theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986), shared 
emotional connection (see Figure 4.26) was a contributing factor for their children’s 
overall happiness with school. Sharon noticed her child’s independence and said, “She’s 
motivated to complete homework on her own. When I arrive home, I’ll ask her about 
homework, [and] she’ll say ‘I’m done.’ I’ll review it with her or talk through it. I’ll ask 
her if there were any issues or anything.” 
Ophelia believed that friends contributed to her child’s overall happiness with 
school. She said, “The first day, he made friends and everybody was nice to him. He gets 
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along with everybody in the class as a whole. He says he is friends with everybody, and 
he talks to everybody.” Sharon related, “They all get along. She has a really good friend 
that she plays with a lot.” In McIntosh’s opinion, the gifted environment is responsible 
for her son’s happiness: 
He really likes being in a gifted class, especially being in it all day. He comes 
home happier than he has in previous years. It is really good for me, and he is 
actually excited. He will come home and ask, “Did you know…?” And he will 
ramble about something that he learned that day. That’s something I’ve never 
seen before. He also likes to review and go over things a little bit more than he 
has in the past. He is a lot happier, and he enjoys school. I don’t have to fight with 
him to go to school, and he wants to get up and go to school. 
The subsequent bond that had formed from the shared emotional connection between 
parent-teacher and the child was the result of meeting the needs of membership, 
influence, and the fulfillment of needs (see Figure 4.26; McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
Summary of Research Question 3. Research Question 3 was, What are parents’ 
perceptions of the interaction of classroom active community-building with 
underachieving CLED gifted learners? Research Question 3 was the means used to 
examine parents’ perception of Mrs. Beecher’s building community in the classroom with 
their CLED gifted children whom they perceived as either underachieving or low 
achievement in a subject. First, the evidence presented parents’ observations of their 
children struggling with either math or reading; therefore, the researcher had established 
experiencing low achievement or underachievement in one subject. Second, there was 
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evidence of parents’ perceptions of community-building in the classroom through their 
children’s overall happiness with school and increased communication between parents 
and the teacher (see Table 4.17). Chapter Five will present the two emergent themes from 
the evidence, which were parent-teacher partnership and meeting socioemotional needs. 
Table 4.17. Research Question 3, Theme-Related Categories, and Emergent Themes 
Research question and theme-related categories Emergent themes  
RQ3: What are parents’ perceptions of the interaction of 
classroom active community-building with underachieving 
culturally linguistically economically diverse gifted learners? 
Perception of low achievement 
1. Observed child struggling with classwork at home 
Communication prior to active classroom community-building 
1. Lack of communication 
2. Alienation from the classroom 
Communication after active classroom community-building 
1. Constant continual communication 












The four elements of the sense of community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) 
were the means used to understand the parents’ perceptions of building community with 
gifted learners (see Figure 2.2). As members of the classroom community, both the 
parents and Mrs. Beecher had invested time and energy to maintain building community 
in the classroom. The evidence of a cohesive parent-teacher and child community was 
presented through a bidirectional community influence of parents on the classroom 
community and the influence of the community on the parents (McMillan & Chavis, 
1986). Fulfillment of needs was the third element, and there was evidence that parents 
wanted to feel part of their children’s learning experiences in the classroom (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986). Meeting learners’ social and emotional needs in the classroom and at 
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home resulted in a shared emotional connection between the parents, the teacher, and the 
children.  
Conclusion 
Chapter Four presented a description and examination of the collected data related 
to the purpose of this study to examine the interaction between educators’ perception of 
active community-building in a classroom and underachieving CLED gifted learners in a 
semirural district. The researcher explored this real-life, contemporary bounded system, a 
case, through detailed, in-depth data collection and organized, coded, and analyzed the 
gathered data (cf. Creswell, 2013). Analysis of the data collected from the interviews, 
observations, and artifacts, such as photos and lesson plans, produced 88 codes. The 
researcher further grouped the codes into predetermined categories, or categories evolved 
from a theoretical framework (cf. Creswell, 2018), and emerging categories.  
Table 4.18. Research Questions, Theme-Related Categories, and Emergent Themes 
Research questions and theme-related categories Emergent themes  
RQ1: What are educators’ perceptions of underachieving 
culturally linguistically, economically diverse gifted learners?  
Perception of gifted learners 
1. Socio-emotional needs met first 
2.  Choices provide independence 
3.  Differentiate of content, process, and assessment 
Perception of CLED gifted learners 
1.  Keep families connected to the classroom and to their child 
2.  Differentiate core content for more meaningful learning 
Perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners 
1.  Interaction of personal and environmental factors 














Table 4.18 Continued 
Research questions and theme-related categories Emergent themes  
RQ2: How do educators implement community-building in the 
classroom? 
Membership (predetermined categories) 
1.  Morning meetings 
2.  Modeling desired behaviors 
Influence (predetermined categories) 
1.  Self-confidence 
Fulfillment of needs (predetermined categories) 
1.  Acknowledgment of successes  
2.  Personal development 
Shared emotional connection (predetermined categories) 
1.  Friendship 















RQ3: What are parents’ perceptions of the interaction of 
classroom active community-building with underachieving 
culturally linguistically economically diverse gifted learners? 
Perception of low achievement 
1.  Observed child struggling with classwork at home 
Communication prior to active classroom community-building 
1.  Lack of communication 
2.  Alienation from the classroom 
Communication after active classroom community-building 
1.  Constant continual communication 













In this chapter, the researcher examined the evidence of the teacher’s perceptions 
of underachieving CLED gifted learners, the teacher’s perception of building a 
community based on the theoretical framework, and the parents’ perceptions of low 
achievement in their children and communication before and after community-building. 
Table 4.18 presents a summary of the evidence analyzed for each research question. Data 
analysis produced theme-related components for each research question and emergent 
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themes. The six emergent themes from the theme-related categories were autonomy, 
differentiation, teacher family partnership, safe environment, empowerment, and trust. 








Chapter Five: Discussion 
Introduction 
Chapter Four presented the data analysis findings related to the purpose of this 
study, which was to explore the perceptions of actively building community in a 
classroom in a semirural school district with CLED gifted learners who underachieve. 
Chapter Five includes an interpretation and relevancy of the findings from this study to 
the research questions and the sense of community theoretical framework (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986). The chapter presents the emergent themes for each research question. 
The interpretations of findings provide implications for practice, future research, 
and the study’s limitations. The researcher considered the question, What were the 
lessons learned? to capture the essence of the interpretations (cf. Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 
as cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018) and considered the findings related to the 
theoretical framework. Finally, this chapter presents the lessons, including personal 
lessons, learned after the implementation of this study (Buss & Zambo, 2017).  
Theoretical Framework Revisited  
This study’s purpose derived from the limited qualitative studies on the persistent 
problem of practice, which was the increasing number of underachieving CLED gifted 
learners (Reis & McCoach 2000). The parents in this study perceived that their CLED 
gifted children underachieved in at least one subject and observed their children’s 
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struggles with reading or math. Parents noted that their children exhibited similar 
underachieving behaviors in the previous year. Parents thought there was a positive 
difference in their children’s disposition between the past year and the year this study 
occurred. The parents attributed the positive difference to the fact that Mrs. Beecher met 
their children’s needs as gifted learners through community-building in the classroom.  
The psychological sense of community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; see 
Figure 2.2) was the theory used to support the examination of this persistent problem. 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) defined the sense of community as “a feeling that members 
have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and the group, and a 
shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to being 
together” (p. 9). Mrs. Beecher made concerted efforts to transform individual learners 
into collaborative teams with classroom practices such as morning meetings and 
collaborative learning groups. The parents’ continued connection with their children in 
the classroom was a direct result of Mrs. Beecher’s open communication with parents 
through ClassDojo and phone calls. The parents in this study stated numerous times that 
they felt invited and members of the classroom community due to Mrs. Beecher’s 
increased communication levels. 
Maslow (1943) theorized that once an individual satisfies physiological and safety 
needs, the “hunger for affectionate relations with people in general, namely, for a place in 
his group or family, he will strive with great intensity to achieve this goal” (p. 381). 
Finding a place to belong and a sense of community are means of shaping the essence of 
one’s personality (Maslow, 1970). In this school year, the parents acknowledged that 
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their children exhibited low achievement but experienced increased confidence and self-
efficacy.  
In his sociocultural and ZPD theories, Vygotsky (1978) stressed the importance of 
community dialogue in the development of cognitive abilities. Vygotsky stated that 
“learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally 
organized, specifically human psychological function” (p. 90). The researcher observed 
that learners engaged in community dialogue among themselves and with Mrs. Beecher 
during small group session at her kidney table. Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning 
through dialogue is a culturally responsive teaching technique “Talk to Learn” 
(Hammond, 2015, p.133). Mrs. Beecher utilized playing a game to review new 
knowledge, another culturally responsive teaching technique to practice new knowledge 
(Hammond, 2015; see Figure 3.18).  
As with Maslow’s need for belonging, Vygotsky (1978) emphasized that children 
need to feel like they belong to a community to develop and learn successfully in his 
sociocultural and ZPD theories. As observed at the kidney-shaped table with Mrs. 
Beecher, the learners met at their academic level and stretched by engaging in dialogue. 
Learners who felt they had social support systems (teachers, friends, and classmates) 
developed their talents without fearing rejection (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014). Mrs. 
Beecher paid attention to learning processes and classroom practices, enabling gifted 
learners to strengthen their academic abilities while improving their low achievement 
areas. In Maslow’s (1943) theory of human motivation (see Figure 2.1) and Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory, the need to belong and be a contributing member of a community 
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aligned with the four elements in the sense of community theory by McMillan and Chavis 
(1986; see Figure 2.2). 
Researchers and theorists began to view the classroom as a social place where 
learners could benefit from peer interactions and from a teacher who focused on 
collaborative relationships with students (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). In this study, Mrs. 
Beecher perceived the need to fulfill students’ need to belong, and the researcher 
explored the degree to which the teacher welcomed students to feel parts of the class 
community. The study was a means to determine in what manner Mrs. Beecher 
empowered students to feel they were influential parts of the group and share emotional 
connections with their teachers and peers. 
Connection to Research Questions 
The sense of community (McMillan and Chavis, 1986) was the theoretical 
framework used to explore the findings from each research question’s supporting data. 
Creswell and Creswell (2018) advised researchers to organize data to conduct a 
multilevel analysis by dividing each research question into smaller components. The 
merging of supporting data from the analysis of findings, reviewed literature, and the 
sense of community theory provided in-depth, balanced assertions. The emergent themes 
from the data analysis underwent identification and discussion for responses to the central 
research question, how does actively building classroom community interact with 
culturally linguistically economically diverse gifted learners who underachieve?  
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Research Question 1: What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve? 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in a classroom with underachieving CLED gifted learners in a semirural school 
district. It was essential to know the teacher’s perception of both gifted CLED learners 
and underachieving CLED gifted learners and how those perceptions related to the 
theoretical framework to understand the purpose of this study. A discussion of Research 
Question 1 produced the following themes from the data findings and generalizations: 
autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family relationships, and safe environment. 
Perception of Gifted Learner. Mrs. Beecher’s gifted education beliefs and 
practices aligned with the NAGC (2019) definition of giftedness: 
Students with gifts and talents perform—or have the capability to perform—at 
higher levels compared to others of the same age, experience, and environment in 
one or more domains. They require modification(s) to their educational 
experience(s) to learn and realize their potential. (p.1, para. 1) 
By providing choices, Mrs. Beecher enabled autonomous and self-regulated 
development, met learners’ social and emotional needs, and supported their abilities with 
the curriculum. 
To provide an educationally effective environment, an educator must be flexible 
and offer choices when teaching the gifted. The observations and interviews showed that 
Mrs. Beecher provided the learners with choices. Her years of experience utilizing the 
NAGC (2019) programming standards provided her with the understanding that 
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environmental and developmental factors had an influence on the characteristics of gifted 
learners (Dweck, 2016, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Mrs. Beecher 
recognized individual needs and learners’ membership in the classroom community by 
validating their abilities and the influence they had on the community (see Figures 4.23 
and 4.25). 
The posters and content learning stations located in every corner of the room were 
reminders of opportunities for learning choices. Mrs. Beecher stated, “[With the] 
gifted…some things [like] choices are very important. I give them a choice. You may 
limit it to only four, but it has to be their choice.” Her words aligned with Jensen’s (2005) 
views that choices in the learning process result in challenging, enriching environments 
for gifted learners. A learner’s ability to choose the next assignment provided an 
opportunity to exercise independence and autonomy. According to the gifted education 
programming standard 4 of learning environment, “Effective educators of students with 
gifts and talents create safe learning environments that foster emotional well-
being…encourage independence, motivation, and self-efficacy” (NAGC Gifted 
Programming Standards, 2010, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018, p.522). Mrs. 
Beecher acknowledged that each gifted learner required the space for expression and 
growth. She said, “I see growth with [learners] as I continue to teach during the year. 
With some gifted kids, they can have some quirky personalities. So, I have to 
differentiate and deal with their particular abilit[ies].” The theme of autonomy emerged 
from differentiating the curriculum and providing choices. 
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Perception of CLED Gifted Learners. The best practices of instructing CLED 
gifted learners and promoting participation in the classroom included differentiating core 
content for more meaningful learning, building upon learners’ background knowledge to 
include their families and communities, and meaningful opportunities for learners to 
explore cultural knowledge (Gay, 2002; Lewis et al., 2012). Mrs. Beecher considered the 
learners’ environments, such as their interests, families, local community, or national 
issues, when adjusting the content curriculum plan and her instructions to provide 
culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2002; Hammond, 2015). Mrs. Beecher said, 
“Usually, gifted teachers have to be able to turn a situation around to their advantage. … 
It was just a matter of channeling those roadblocks and trying to knock them down in 
creative ways.”  
Mrs. Beecher maintained consistent communication by contacting parents through 
ClassDojo and informing them of issues with their children in the classroom. The 
distribution of mass reminders during the day through ClassDojo was not unusual for 
Mrs. Beecher. She continued to connect parents to the classroom and enabled them to be 
members of the community.  
According to VanTassel-Baska (2010), “Poverty is an overarching variable that 
leads to the underrepresentation in gifted programs, not race or ethnicity, nor gender” 
(p. 1). U.S. government leaders failed to cultivate the innate talents of many girls and 
boys from low-SES families, which resulted in a further widened income gap (Finn & 
Northern, 2018). This gap causes a lack of participation in the political system by many 
citizens in the United States (Finn & Northern, 2018). Mrs. Beecher believed that during 
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her 10 years of teaching in the community partner’s school district, she had taught more 
economically diverse learners than culturally or linguistically diverse learners. She 
believed that the gifted learner’s SES had more of an impact on learning than culture or 
English language proficiency. She explained, 
The lower SES, we have more here. …They suffer the same way the rest of the 
kids do. I—we—have to be mindful of that. The famous educator Ruby Payne 
said, “We should neither excuse students nor scold them for not knowing.” As 
educators, we must teach them and provide support, insistence, and clear 
expectations. 
Mrs. Beecher built connections with families to support both learners and their families.             
Often, gifted learners of low-SES families have conflicting views about their lack 
of resources and the unique issues of their financial disadvantages (VanTassel-Baska, 
2010). These beliefs and opinions sometimes cause barriers for gifted learners. Mrs. 
Beecher attempted to keep family members connected to the classroom and their 
children:  
I think [that] especially lower SES students hear a lot of negativity. …I try to call 
them and say, “Look, this is what’s going on. …I love how she does this (tell 
them what’s good first), but I could use your help. Could you help me? If we can 
handle this, then she is going to be fantastic. I just need a little help from home, 
too.  
Mrs. Beecher actively engaged with families to find solutions to problems. She said, 
“Between the two of them, the problem was solved. I don’t try to act like I know all the 
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answers; no one wants to be talked down to. So, it’s more like we work together.” By 
connecting CLED gifted learners’ parents to what had occurred in the classroom, she 
fostered both the elements of integration of membership and influence. As members of 
the classroom community, each parent had a voice. Teacher-family partnership was an 
emergent theme from the findings of Mrs. Beecher’s perception of CLED gifted learners. 
Perception of CLED Gifted Learners Who Underachieve. In Research 
Question 1, the researcher inquired about the teacher’s perception of underachievement in 
CLED gifted learners. Teachers’ perceptions of underachieving CLED gifted learners 
have an influence on their instructional practices, expectations of learners, and their 
overall abilities to teach CLED learners if they do not consider cultural relevance (de Wet 
& Gubbins, 2011). Hence, Interview Questions 4 through 7 in the first teacher interview 
were the means of understanding Mrs. Beecher’s perception of underachieving gifted 
learners (see Appendix H). In the second and third teacher interview protocols, Questions 
2 through 5 were the means of determining the teacher’s perception of teaching 
underachieving gifted learners (see Appendices I and J). For example, Questions 2 and 4 
were inquiries about how the teacher perceived the abilities of low or gifted children who 
underachieve and how she supported learners’ academic success. As viable members of 
the classroom, all of the learners needed to feel as though they impacted or influenced 
their environment (see Figures 4.24 and 4.25; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Mrs. Beecher believed, as did Dweck (2012) and Siegle and McCoach (2005), 
that the interaction of personal and environmental factors indicated gifted learners’ 
achievement. She stated,  
 
 177 
Some of my lower economic kids’ parents, they continuously message me. 
…There seems to be an organizational issue with my lowest socioeconomic 
[learners]. I’ve noticed that, but I have not analyzed or taken notes or any data. 
But I’ve noticed with teacher observations that they have issues in the class 
because it’s that way at home. …We’ll find out what she needs most and just help 
with that. So, I’m trying to be a coach for the parents, too. 
The organization at home may not be the same as the school environment, which can 
cause confusion for the learner. Mrs. Beecher observed the struggling learner and 
intervened by providing ideas and solutions for the learner and the learner’s family.  
Mrs. Beecher used small groups throughout the day as a successful intervention 
tool for learners with low self-efficacy. She continuously interacted one-on-one with 
students or with students in small groups to create safe environments (see Figure 3.14). 
Simultaneously, learners who did not meet with Mrs. Beecher practiced autonomy during 
assignment selection and collaboration with their peers. Mrs. Beecher told her students, 
“Nachos and Space Kids groups, you’re working nicely on your morning work.” When 
learners did not meet with Mrs. Beecher, she allowed them time to interact and work in 
small groups or pairs so they could form relationships with their peers and fulfill their 
social-emotional needs of safety. An integration of both the influence element, 
autonomous learning, and fulfillment of needs, social-emotional needs. The theme of safe 
environment emerged from analyzing the findings. 
Summary of Connection to Research Question 1. Meeting the eligibility 
requirements for the school district’s gifted education program did not provide 
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membership into the classroom community (Southeastern State Plan for Gifted 
Education, 2017). Mrs. Beecher recognized the influence of learners’ abilities in the 
group while simultaneously cultivating their membership in the community by validating 
their abilities. As members of a self-contained classroom, gifted learners need to enrich 
their abilities (NAGC, 2010). Consequently, Mrs. Beecher validated their abilities and 
their peers strengthened their memberships and influence in their community. 
Membership and influence occurred simultaneously for a reciprocal relationship, as did 
the influence and fulfillment of needs elements (see Figure 5.27).  
An essential aspect of the sense of community’s membership element is the 
common symbol system (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Members of a community create 
implied boundaries to separate those who belong and those who do not (McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.23). In the case of Mrs. Beecher’s self-contained gifted 
classroom, she fostered learners’ membership in the community and did not assume their 
membership due to their eligibility for a self-contained gifted classroom.   
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Table 5.19. Research Question 1: Theme-Related Categories, Emergent Themes, and 
Assertions 
Research questions and 
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Educators must nurture personal and social development, multicultural 
experiences, and interpersonal and technical communication skills to develop leadership 
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in the learning environment (Speirs Neumeister & Burney, 2012). Mrs. Beecher created a 
successful, safe learning environment because she taught with flexibility, provided 
choices, differentiated the content or process to meet learners’ social-emotional needs, 
and interacted with families to keep parents connected. By providing learners with 
choices and differentiating the curriculum, process, and content, Mrs. Beecher enabled 
parents to be members of the classroom community and integrated the sense of 
community theory elements: membership, influence, and fulfillment of needs (see 
Figures 4.24, 4.25, and 4.26). Mrs. Beecher integrated these elements in the way she 
perceived gifted learners and CLED gifted learners. 
Table 5.19 shows the four emergent themes from Research Question 1, which 
were autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family partnership, and a safe environment. By 
differentiating the content, processes, and instruction assessments, Mrs. Beecher created 
an autonomous learning environment where learners, as community members, could 
practice self-governing behaviors daily. Mrs. Beecher treated each parent as an active 
member of the classroom community, as well. She established strong parent-teacher 
relationships with open communication with each family and prioritized learner success 
as the goal. 
Research Question 2: How do educators implement community-building in the 
classroom? 
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of active community-
building in the classroom with underachieving CLED gifted learners. It was essential to 
know the teacher’s perception of building community in the classroom to understand the 
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purpose of this study. A classroom is a social place where learners benefit from peer 
interactions and from teachers who focus on collaborative relationship building with 
students (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For this reason, the researcher chose the sense of 
community theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986) and its four elements (membership, 
influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection) as the study’s 
theoretical framework.  
Membership. Learners in a classroom have the right to belong and their peers 
have the responsibility of accepting their membership, a process that requires time 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Learners appeared to accept each other as soon as they 
entered the classroom and rekindled their relationships. There were smiles on faces, 
laughter in the air, and engaging conversations as learners unpacked their book bags. 
Relationship was the emergent theme for membership. The morning meeting presented a 
time for Mrs. Beecher to model social skills and for learners to practice relationship-
building.  
Members of a community must know that their peers invest personally in the 
group, and “communities must know if a member will make available the time, energy, 
and…commitment necessary to be a supportive, effective member” (McMillan, 1996, 
p. 318). A family dynamic in the classroom led students to support each other (Bondy & 
Ketts, 2001). The morning meeting was a time for Mrs. Beecher and the learners to 
gather in a circle and begin the day by greeting each other with call-and-response chants, 
personally designed handshakes, or some other student-created greetings (Kriete, 2003). 
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The meeting was a time to listen and respond to one another’s news, interact in a group 
activity, and look forward to the day’s events and announcements (Kriete, 2003).  
When Mrs. Beecher rang a chime, the learners responded by pushing in chairs, 
walking to the front of the room, and sitting on the floor near their teacher (see Figure 
3.14). She asked learners to turn to their buddies and say, “Hi, welcome to school. Glad 
you are here today.” Learners turned to their buddies and repeated what she said. Mrs. 
Beecher posted the buddy pairings at the bottom of the board (see Figure 3.13). Mrs. 
Beecher announced, “Do your handshake,” and the learners turned to their buddies and 
taught each other their handshakes.  
Grant and Davis (2012) found that learners had positive attitudes toward each 
other with the daily use of morning meetings. The learners communicated effectively and 
acted with more kindness to both their peers and their teacher (Grant & Davis, 2012). 
Mrs. Beecher said,  
They have to share it with another friend. Every morning they have to tell their 
buddy what their favorite color is. Now, this is a child that they may know, but 
they don’t know anything about them. They learn all these really cool details, and 
then it switches next month and the month after. 
Students who entered the classroom tired, upset, or frazzled were given time to 
calm down, share their frustrations, have a little fun, and feel like part of the group before 
the academic portion of the day began (Bondy & Ketts, 2001). Morning meetings were a 
means of dissolving barriers between the learners and teacher. Mrs. Beecher established a 
rapport with everyone from the moment students entered the classroom. Learners gained 
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perspectives of subjects other than academics from their teacher and each other. The 
meeting had a positive, happy, and lighthearted tone. 
Beginning the day with a 20-minute morning meeting was a way to create a safe 
environment of trust and respect, which, in turn, resulted in engaged student learning 
(Bondy & Ketts, 2001; Boyd & Smyntek-Gworek, 2012). According to Bondy and Ketts 
(2001), “Emotions drive attention and create meaning; they are the heart of learning” 
(p. 146). Social-emotional skills are vital both in and out of school (Kriete, 2003). The 
social-emotional skills practiced during a morning meeting included showing empathy, 
establishing positive relationships, making responsible decisions, and handling 
challenging situations appropriately. Teachers and peers who model and practice these 
skills daily strengthen classroom relationships (Kriete, 2003). When learners felt 
emotionally safe and accepted, they became familiar with each other on a personal level, 
finding connections among themselves to develop their relationships.  
Influence. Students must know that their classmates value them and their 
opinions (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Similarly, classroom norms cause students to 
conform (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For this element, the researcher expected to see the 
teacher use procedures and processes to empower learners to make the classroom theirs 
by either familiarizing themselves with the daily classroom routines or by suggesting 
changes to classroom activities. When the learners got involved in the decision-making 
process, the students felt empowered to take ownership of their learning (Lewis et al., 
2012). From the generalizations of findings, empowerment and leadership themes were 
evidence for the influence element. 
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A theme-related category from the influence element was self-confidence. 
Learners believed that their voices had meaning in their classroom community; therefore, 
learners could impact each other and how they learned in the classroom. Through 
classroom procedures and well-designed activities, learners believed that their peers 
heard and listened to them, which provided a sense of empowerment. For example, Mrs. 
Beecher explained the impact that student-led conferences had on learners and their 
parents:  
I conduct student-led conferences. The kids are going to learn to do this more as 
the year goes on. They are given a list of points to talk about: What is their part 
that they have to work on to improve and what are they doing to rectify the 
problem? …That is kind of how we approach them in these conferences. A child 
has to be very involved and honest.  
Mrs. Beecher conducted student-led conferences with the learners directing the 
meeting from the open greeting to the closing remarks. The learners orchestrated the 
conference with their parents, which provided the students with greater control of the 
meeting and more accountability for their academic achievements. Learners who engaged 
in the student-led conferences participated in their academic progress actively, practiced 
sharing their interests and concerns with family, and developed self-advocacy skills 
(Douglas, 2018). 
Learners moved about the room, displaying their leadership skills confidently; for 
example, six learners worked and talked quietly, two students helped their neighbors to 
find the assignment, and two showed others the material on Google Classroom. The 
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students influenced each other through their inquiry, sharing, and helping each other to 
understand the assignments. By assisting their classmates with the assignments, the 
learners impacted the environment around them, creating confidence and power.  
Learners practiced self-regulatory skills by establishing routines, such as placing 
and retrieving homework in their blue mailboxes (see Figure 3.14) and choosing which 
assignments to complete before participating in the learning stations (see Figure 3.20). 
Amanda completed the assignments and had received training from an aide to help other 
learners play the Pictionary math station. Zeke yelled, “That’s not fair!” at the other 
players. Every student looked to see what was happening at the station. In a quiet voice, 
Amanda, one of the students trained by the aide to assist other students in learning how to 
play the game, asked Zeke to calm down, get a drink of water, and come back so she 
could explain to him what had happened and why the other player had made a fair move. 
Zeke walked to the water fountain, drank water, splashed his face with water, read a 
poster on the back door near the fountain (see Figures 3.9 and 3.12), and returned to the 
game. By this time, the students had continued playing the game, the other students 
continued working on math block activities one through three, and the students at the 
other stations continued to play the game.  
Amanda remained calm and in control of her emotions and responded 
appropriately, allowing Zeke to gain control of his emotions. Zeke calmed himself, 
regrouped, and returned to the game. Other learners in the room watched as Amanda 
handled the situation. Kreisberg (1992) suggested that individuals can take control of 
their lives and influence the individuals around them with interpersonal skills. Amanda’s 
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interpersonal skills had a direct impact on Zeke, who, in turn, reassessed his social skills. 
It was evident that Amanda had watched Mrs. Beecher model reactions to outbursts from 
learners and knew how to respond. No one in the room became angry or shunned Zeke 
for the outburst, enabling Zeke to leave the situation, regroup, and return to play the 
game. Zeke kept his dignity intact, and he stayed a member of the group. 
Fulfillment of Needs. Often, members of a community share similar values, 
goals, and needs, reinforcing the desire to interact with each other and maintain a sense of 
community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For members of any group to sustain a positive 
sense of togetherness, group association must be a rewarding experience for its members 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) believed “it is impossible to 
determine all of the reinforcements that bind people together into a close community, 
although several reinforcers have been identified: status, competence, and shared values” 
(p. 13). Group members grow closer with group success, provided they have the 
perception of nurturing in a caring environment and trust one another. Trust was an 
emergent theme from the generalizations of findings for the sense of community theory’s 
fulfillment of needs elements.  
Theme-related categories that emerged from the fulfillment of needs were the 
acknowledgment of successes and personal development. Mrs. Beecher created 
opportunities for learners to challenge themselves in new ways and improved their 
awareness of their abilities. Mrs. Beecher shared a conversation with a learner who 
always felt as though he was right when interacting with his peers. The learner tended to 
argue until his peers yielded to his demands, which caused his peers to reject him. Mrs. 
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Beecher asked the learner to brainstorm how he could have handled a situation when his 
peers rejected him better. She and the student brainstormed ideas, and the learner 
gradually saw alternatives for his action. Mrs. Beecher explained, 
I told him, “It’s the same thing in here when you’re working with a group of 
people. You do not have to be right all the time.” So, then we started to 
brainstorm about the things that he could do or the different reactions he could 
have, like involv[ing] the other students and listen[ing] to how they treat [him]. … 
“Now she’s going to work with you, and you are going to have to work on not 
being right all the time. And you’re going to come later and tell me how 
successful you are.” He had a wonderful experience. He had to have the 
experience of working with someone and knowing what he would focus on. It’s a 
social skill he needs to improve.  
Mrs. Beecher seized the opportunity in a safe, nonthreatening environment to gain the 
learner’s trust and develop his social skills.  
Vygotsky (1978) believed that individuals formed cognitive development through 
dialogue between an individual who knows (Mrs. Beecher) and an individual who is 
learning (the learner). Mrs. Beecher skillfully shaped the learner’s thinking process 
through purposeful interaction, the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). Subsequently, there were 
support systems so that learners could practice their social skills and meet their needs 
with confidence. One aspect of a collaborative environment was that each person was a 
learner who contributed to the learning of others (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). Members must 
feel they can trust other community members for this learning exchange to occur. 
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Shared Emotional Connection. Connections form when people spend time 
together and interact in positive ways; they invest in experiences with each other 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Members must share time working toward a goal outside of 
teacher-graded assignments, such as plays or a field trip, to meet their social-emotional 
needs. There is an increased likelihood of members bonding and sharing emotional 
connections when they share events and experiences (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The 
theme-related category that emerged was experiences, and the theme that emerged was 
bonding through classroom experiences. The following assertions from the 
generalizations of the findings generated from this study supported the sense of 
community theory’s shared emotional connection element. 
According to the NAGC (2019), effective teachers work relentlessly to build 
relationships with all their learners. Said Johnsen (2012), “Students don’t care what you 
know until they know that you care” (p. 61). Building a stronger emotional connection 
results in greater teacher-learner and learner-learner bonds for an increased sense of 
community. For this element, the researcher observed collective joint projects or events 
shared between learners, such as the morning meetings with Mrs. Beecher in which the 
teacher said, “Students, here is your second morning meeting question. If you were 
spending the day with a child [who] spoke another language, what would you do with 
that child? Think about the question and turn to your buddy.” Mrs. Beecher posed “what 
if” questions to learners so they could brainstorm what they would do or say in a similar 
situation in or out of the classroom.  
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In morning meetings, the learners limited their attention to their buddies, who 
were captive audiences. Mrs. Beecher explained, 
Every month, they change their buddies. The reason is that they get to know that 
person really well, and the next month when they get a new buddy, they get to 
know that person really well also. It has solved many issues because, at the 
beginning of the year, this class did not get along. We had a lot of leaders in here 
and many children who did whatever they wanted, and it has been a slow process 
of expectations, experiences with getting to know friends, and maturity. 
Through the bonding of morning meetings, learners practice social and literacy skills in 
meaningful ways daily, which will provide benefits for learners throughout their lives 
(Boyd & Smyntek-Gworek, 2012).  
The learners used the same social skills practiced during morning meetings for the 
class science fair project. The class science fair provided learners with another 
opportunity to work and bond without fearing for their grades. Mrs. Beecher allowed 
learners to pick the members of their science teams. According to Mrs. Beecher, “Having 
students pick partners is sometimes tricky [because] you don’t want to have someone left 
out. All year, we worked hard together on how to treat our friends. I took a chance, and it 
paid off. Everyone who wanted a group had a group to join.” 
Summary of Connection to Research Question 2. Mrs. Beecher’s deliberate 
practice of building a community with her learners began before the school year. 
Evidence of community-building exist at every level of learning, from the planning of 
procedures to the classroom management, the classroom floor plan, and the delivery of 
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the instruction. Mrs. Beecher planned small group instruction, discussion, and dialogue, 
where she modeled social skills and set the tone for the day. Mrs. Beecher integrated the 
sense of community theory elements (membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, 
and shared emotional connection) in the classroom procedures, processes, and 
instructional strategies (see Figure 5.27).  
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Table 5.19. Research Question 2: Theme-Related Categories, Emergent Themes, and 
Assertions  
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Learners engaged in academic activities where they assisted in building bonds 
with other learners, resulting in the emergent theme of relationship. The learners 
practiced leadership skills and received acknowledgment for their accomplishments, 
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which produced improved self-confidence and the emergent theme of empowerment. 
Mrs. Beecher established a safe environment to build students’ self-confidence, which 
resulted in the emergent theme of trust. Once there was an environment of trust, the 
learners could strive toward higher-level needs, such as the shared emotional connection 
need. Shared emotional connection is an element acquired over time after an individual 
has satisfied the other elements (McMillan, 1996). Table 5.20 shows a summary of the 
assertions that were the result of the themes from the theme-related categories. 
Research Question 3: What are parents’ perceptions of actively building community 
with CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
Parents or caregivers are useful sources of information about their children, 
according to Ford (2010). By sharing cultural values with their children, family members 
and caregivers know their children’s strengths and weaknesses; however, educators 
seldom utilize them. Parents’ perceptions of their child’s academic progress directly 
impact the child’s academic performance and their affective well-being (Lareau, 2011, as 
cited in Callahan and Hertzberg-Davis, 2018). Effective teachers need to move forward 
with awareness of these factors influencing learners’ achievement and be supportive.  
Mrs. Beecher satisfied the parents’ need to feel part of their children’s learning 
experiences in school; the fulfillment of needs is the third element in the sense of 
community theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986; see Figure 4.25). The following 
section provides evidence of parents’ perception of Mrs. Beecher’s ability to build 
community in the classroom. The generalizations of the findings and themes (parent-
teacher relationship and happier child) from Research Question 3 supported the central 
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research question, What is the impact of actively building classroom community on 
CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
Perception of Low Achievement. The parents of gifted children, similar to the 
parents of all children, want their children to succeed academically, socially, and 
emotionally in school (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). However, the topic of 
parenting gets complicated for parents of gifted learners when they have children who 
perform exceptionally well in one domain but perform average or below average in 
another domain compared to their same-aged peers (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
The scale of balancing gifted children and public-school education tends to tip from one 
side to another (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). According to Robinson (2011, as 
cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018), “Academic needs are an afterthought rather 
than a priority in schools, particularly in educational environments in which high-stakes 
testing is a focus” (p. 444). The following interview responses present parents’ 
perceptions of their children’s academic performances in the prior year and the current 
year. The assertions from the findings provide support for Research Question 3. 
The perception of the underachievement of a gifted child is in the eye of the 
beholder. For some parents, attaining A’s and B’s does not indicate underachievement. 
The letter grade indicates how well the child learns and performs in school (NAGC, 
1990, 2015). Ophelia described her perception of her child’s performance in the prior 
school year: “I felt that his reading was a little behind, [but] he excelled, and he got good 
grades in everything.” Ophelia felt conflicted between the perception of her child’s 
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above-average performance (A and B grades) on graded assignments and report cards and 
her feeling that he did not perform as well as she expected him to perform. 
Other parents considered a B grade as underachievement for a child with 
advanced abilities receiving gifted services (NAGC, 1990, 2015). McIntosh stated,  
Well, according to his report card last year, he had all As, but he was at a school 
that wasn’t a good school. I would say it was below average statewide. The only 
subject I was ever concerned about was reading because he always struggled with 
reading. From what I saw of him, I didn’t see how he was making A’s because, at 
home, he was really having trouble reading—a real struggle with reading.  
McIntosh perceived that her child underperformed in reading because she had observed 
him struggling with reading fluency and comprehension skills at home. 
The parents who participated in this study perceived that their children had low 
academic performance in a specific domain. Davida stated, “I would say math is where 
she struggles the most. I think she just wasn’t understanding it in general. I don’t think it 
was really clicking in her head, how math works, and how numbers work.” In the 
previous year, the parents perceived their children as underperforming primarily from 
their children’s performance in the home, such as with Sharon. She said, “[My child] 
struggled a little bit in math, but I think it was more of [that] she had the perception that 
math was hard. And, she didn’t like it. She put up a block toward it.” Whether their 
children struggled to read, needed help with math concepts, or required extra homework 
to stay actively engaged, the parents observed and actively worked with their children at 
home and noticed their underachievement. The parents participating in this study could 
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only determine their children’s performance from what they observed at home because 
there was minimal communication between them and the school. 
Communication Before Active Community-Building. Parents can sometimes 
feel frustrated by the lack of guidance provided by their children’s teacher or school on 
how to best educate their gifted children (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). In this 
study, the participating parents required communication with their children’s teacher to 
feel like part of their children’s education. The researcher generalized the findings from 
the data into categories, which resulted in the emergent theme of parent-teacher 
disconnect for Research Question 3.  
Most parents felt disconnected from the school and their children’s teacher during 
the previous school year. Davida felt strongly about the previous year: “No, I didn’t see 
her teacher reach out to talk to me. I just tried to communicate more through ClassDojo. 
In general, I would check in every once in a while and just make sure that she was on 
track.” Lewis et al. (2012) asserted that “gifted behaviors do not stop when the bell rings 
at 3:15, but instead flow continuously into the home environment” (p. 98).  
Homework is a twofold educational tool. The teacher uses homework to engage 
students in what they learned during the day at home. For the parent, homework is a link 
between what occurs in the classroom and at home. Davida said, “Last year, there was no 
homework from her teacher. I would give [my daughter] homework, especially in math. I 
would say about an hour we worked on homework because we would do 30-minutes of 
reading. I bought workbooks for her to do.” Homework provides parents the opportunity 
to see what their children are learning in the classroom so they can understand the 
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subjects with which their children struggle or excel. Sharon said, “We worked together at 
home. I let her do the sheet by herself, and then I’d check it. …I also bought 
workbooks…[so she could] practice what she did in school.”  
Connecting school with home is an arduous task for the teacher and family 
members, but it is a task that produces many benefits for the children, family members, 
and the teachers. Extension activities that include the child’s interests are a teacher’s best 
practice for establishing home-school connections. Davida thought that a lack of 
communication obstructed the home-school relationship: “No, I didn’t see any of [my 
child’s] interests incorporated into the classroom.” Ophelia expressed feeling alienated 
from the classroom: “Oh, gosh, I couldn’t tell you if his interest was incorporated into the 
class. I don’t know.”  
Sharon did not know if the teacher incorporated her child’s interest, saying, “Oh, 
I’m not sure about incorporating her interest in school.” McIntosh felt that the teacher 
listened to her child and said, “There were a couple of times last year when his interest 
was incorporated into the classroom.” In general, most of the parents did not feel 
welcome in the classroom. Sharon said, “They didn’t allow families into the classroom. 
No, I didn’t feel invited. I felt like they tried to keep home and school separated.” 
Communication After Active Community-Building. Although a teacher 
introduces a child to formal education, the home environment is the most significant 
influence in a child’s education and life (Matthews & Jolly, 2013, as cited in Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018). Mrs. Beecher needed to begin the reciprocal relationship between 
members of the classroom and their parents by inviting family members to join the 
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classroom community. Parents felt confident as members of their children’s classroom. 
As a community member, parents influenced their children’s classroom community; in 
turn, the classroom community had an influence on the parents, which resulted in a 
nurturing, cohesive community (see Figure 4.24; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Ophelia 
said,  
Her communication with parents is so much better [than the previous year]. The 
way she uses ClassDojo; every time I send a message, she responds almost 
immediately. She is really good at communication, so it makes me feel better 
about what is going on in the classroom and everything like that.  
Once parents feel welcomed into the classroom, they initiate contact. Davida said, “Mrs. 
Beecher just keeps in contact with me. I also keep in contact with her. Particularly [on] 
ClassDojo. We talk a lot [on] ClassDojo. I can see that [my child] is losing points for 
talking or something like that. I can reach out to Mrs. Beecher and find out what is going 
on in the classroom.” 
 Parents had satisfied their need to feel part of their children’s learning experience 
in school. Fulfillment of needs was the third element in the sense of community theory 
(see Figure 4.25; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Effective communication between the 
teacher and family was the start of healthy, beneficial relationships so the children could 
meet their needs. McIntosh said,  
If he has a problem at school, Mrs. Beecher has no problem with calling me. A lot 
of times, with those issues at school, they have to call other teachers. Mrs. 
Beecher will just call me first and allow me to talk to [my child]. If something is 
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wrong, or if he feels that something is not right, then I can talk him through it. She 
will also call me and let me know, “Here is the update on how [your child] is 
doing.” 
McIntosh elaborated that Mrs. Beecher effectively notified parents of classroom learning: 
She is really good at sending home information about homework. She will send 
out a message to the parents—“Homework tonight is XYZ”—and then I know, as 
well as my son. So he can never say, “I don’t have any homework” since the 
teacher lets us know that he has homework. She gives us plenty of time [and is] 
always available to talk to the class [on] ClassDojo. Tonight, when my son got 
upset with me, and I sent her a message, she responded within 15 minutes, [telling 
me] the correct spelling words to study, and we moved on with our day. This is 
really nice because I know that teachers have a lot to do anyway. But students 
know that when [they have] the wrong words, she will take a picture of the right 
words and send them to me. And we didn’t waste the whole night doing 
something that you weren’t sure about or have the anxiety that it creates.  
Hertberg-Davis and Callahan (2018) asserted, “Parents can feel in the dark about 
the extent to which their child’s advanced needs are being met” (p.444). Teachers are 
valuable resources for helping parents meet their CLED gifted child’s academic needs. 
Mrs. Beecher often initiated conversations with parents. McIntosh said,  
Recently, she just sent me a little message and said, “I have some ideas that I 
think could help [your child] with reading. Can you please schedule a conference 
with me so that we can go over it?” She is always reaching out to me the same 
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way that I can reach out to her. If she has an idea that she thinks will help him, 
she lets me know, and then I make an appointment for a conference, and we can 
go over it.  
Continued conversations with parents provide parents with the chance to help 
their children more at home. Sharon said, “Yes, I think [my child] gets a lot of support 
this year. She is always coming home with little math pages. I get to practice with her at 
home, and she practices i-Ready and stuff like that.” In general, the parents reported that 
their children had more positive school experiences this year than in previous years. 
McIntosh said,  
He really likes being in a gifted class, especially being in it all the time [self-
contained]. He comes home happier than he has in previous years. It is really 
good for me, and he is actually excited. He will come home and ask, “Did you 
know…?” And he will ramble about something that he learned that day. That’s 
something I’ve never seen before. He also likes to review and go over things a 
little bit more than he has in the past. He is a lot happier and he enjoys his classes. 
I don’t have to fight with him to go to school, and he wants to get up and go to 
school. I think he would say that he really likes his class.  
All the parents expressed that their children felt happier about having more 
friends, seeing their outside interests incorporated into the classroom, and having their 
academic needs met. The students had all-around happier dispositions about school in 
general. Ophelia said, “From what I know, he says he is friends with everybody. The first 
day that he went in there, he made friends, and everybody was nice to him when he first 
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went into the classroom.” Sharon felt that her child was happier in general: “Oh yeah, 
especially everyone in the class. They get along. She has a really good friend [who] she 
plays with a lot.” 
Meeting their social-emotional needs initiated the academic need for the CLED 
gifted leaner. Davida said, “She was struggling in math last year. This year, I feel like 
Mrs. Beecher—the gifted teacher—she gives them another way to study math. I think it’s 
a little bit more personal. …[It] really helps her to become confident and to know what 
she’s doing.” Of her son, Ophelia said, “He likes to build things, and I know he has 
received a letter inviting him to the robotics class as an after-school program. He is 
excited about that.”   
Summary of Connection to Research Question 3. Parents noted that, although 
their children continued to struggle in reading or math, their children appeared to 
understand more about the subject, had increased confidence, and appeared happier about 
school in general. There was a stronger parent-teacher connection with Mrs. Beecher, as 
she welcomed parents into the classroom and encouraged communication. Table 5.21 
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Mrs. Beecher’s understanding of how socioeconomics influences parenting of CLED 
gifted learners encouraged phone calls for parents without e-mail addresses, as 
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communication was an important tool for building community (Lareau, 2011, as cited in 
Callahan and Hertzberg-Davis, 2018). The emergent themes from Research Question 3 
were parent-teacher relationship and happier child. Both themes showed that children felt 
happier when parents had open, communicative relationships with the teacher (see Table 
5.21). Children satisfied their social-emotional and academic needs. Mrs. Beecher 
developed an understanding of the roles and responsibilities of parent membership and 
their influence on the learning community to develop a sense of community. 
Conclusion of Connections to Research Questions 
All learners benefit from the implementation of well-designed gifted services 
(Renzulli, 2019). There was evidence of the effective delivery of gifted education 
services as a foundation in Mrs. Beecher’s student-centered classroom. In the student-
centered environment, learners could exercise their leadership skills in small groups, 
strengthen their emotional need for self-regulation by having choices, and move 
autonomously throughout the room (see Table 5.22). The safe environment produced 
feelings of being accepted and belonging (McMillan, 1996).  
The integration of the sense of community theory’s elements (membership, 
influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection) resulted in 
reciprocal relationships (see Figure 5.27). As learners engaged in nourishing one element, 
they simultaneously fulfilled another element. For example, while Mrs. Beecher 
perceived underachieving CLED gifted learners as autonomous, empowered learners who 
thrived in communication-rich and differentiated environments, she concurrently ensured 
that the learners were active members of the classroom with full rights and 
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responsibilities to impact their learning as well as the learning of others. Vygotsky 
(1978), in the sociocultural and ZPD theories, asserted that learners developed cognitive 
abilities when they engaged in small group or whole-class community dialogue. At any 
given point, two or more elements were evident.  
Table 5.21. Research Questions, Theme-Related Categories, Emergent Themes, and 
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Differentiation was a theme from Research Question 1. Differentiation of 
curriculum, learner outcomes, and instructional strategies provided for the needs of low-
 
 206 
achieving or underachieving CLED gifted learners (Reis & McCoach, 2000). 
Differentiating the curriculum through interest-based learning was a means of supporting 
parent-teacher relationships and teacher-learner relationships and connecting learners’ 
interests at home to school (Siegle et al., 2018, as cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 
2018). With differentiation, learners engaged in academic activities, assisted in building 
relationships, integrated membership and influence elements with their peers, and 
strengthened bonds (see Figures 4.23 and 4.24). Learners satisfied their social-emotional 
needs of self-advocacy by engaging in prolonged experiences, such as morning meetings, 
and independently choosing learning activities (Boyd & Smyntek-Gworek, 2012; 
Kreisberg, 1992; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Roberts & Pruitt, 2009; Vygotsky, 1978). 
Advocating for self and sharing power provides community members with greater 
ownership for empowerment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  




Strengthening communication within the classroom and outside of the classroom 
with families provides for more meaningful learning experiences for CLED gifted 
learners (VanTassel-Baska, 2010). Open communication with each family produces 
strong parent-teacher relationships with a focal point of learner success (Gay, 2000, as 
cited in Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018; Lewis et al., 2012). Mrs. Beecher 
strengthened parent-teacher connections and built a community by welcoming parents as 
members into the classroom and encouraging communication. Building a community 
resulted in happier children who satisfied their social-emotional (see Table 5.22) and 
membership fulfillment needs and shared emotional connection elements (see Figures 
4.23, 4.25, and 4.26; McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  
Lessons Learned Through Implementation 
Throughout this study, several lessons emerged that had implications for practice 
and guided future research. Parents have vital roles at the elementary level in the 
effectiveness of building community in the classroom. Mrs. Beecher needed to know the 
whole child and consider parents’ perspectives to establish a personalized rapport with 
each learner. Information about the child’s motivation and interests outside the classroom 
and any family difficulties provided an added dynamic of the child. Continued regular 
scheduled contact with parents allowed them to understand the classroom and how their 
children performed in the classroom. In turn, the parents became valuable sources of 
information to Mrs. Beecher about the children’s experiences outside of the classroom. 
Mrs. Beecher’s open invitation to the parents caused the parents to feel comfortable 
enough to share their family dynamics with her. Mrs. Beecher’s consistent efforts to 
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welcome the parents provided her the opportunity to see the whole child in the classroom 
and the community. Obtaining the children’s perspectives at their homes or in the 
community was the means Mrs. Beecher used to implement the elements of membership, 
influence, fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection. 
Mrs. Beecher’s years following the NAGC (2019) gifted education program 
standards provided her the experience needed to build community in the classroom, from 
the layout of the classroom, the pods of desks in the center of the room (see Figures 3.16 
and 3.17), space for movement, and the colorful posters (see Figures 3.10, 3.11, and 3.15) 
to the directions and reminders of classroom procedures. Mrs. Beecher established a 
comfortable, safe atmosphere from the start of the school year to establish and model the 
expected procedures and routines for learners. For teachers with less experience to 
effectively build community in the classroom, the teacher would need a recognized 
programming standard of the sense of community’s four elements to follow NAGC’s 
programming standards. Without a recognized method of building community in the 
classroom, teachers may either not implement the four elements or establish less effective 
individualized strategies for building community. 
In a test-driven culture of educating learners, educators may not consider social 
and emotional needs in schools. While conducting this study, Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy 
of needs (see Figure 2.1) became a more relevant theory as to why educators must build a 
community to develop the whole child. Helping the student become a lifelong learner and 
reach self-actualization is the crux of education. 
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Another lesson learned from the implementation of this study was the 
development of the data collection tools. There were appropriate starter questions in the 
parent interview protocol so the parents could begin thinking about their children, but 
there should have been several follow-up questions for each question. Although each 
interview was unique and each parent had different experiences, the researcher should 
have asked additional probing questions to encourage them to divulge more information. 
As for the observation protocol, dividing the protocol into the four sense of community 
elements proved worthwhile. Initially, the protocol was the means of guiding 
observations. However, after some time, behaviors could have been categorized under 
several different elements. It became a challenge to determine how to categorize an 
observed action. 
Limitations of the Study 
 There are inherent limitations in action research studies, and this single case study 
was not an exception (Buss & Zambo, 2017). Yin (2018) contended that conducting a 
single case study for an in-depth investigation of a real-life context provides an analytic 
generalization. The use of this single case remained critical to the sense of community 
theory’s principle that building a community is an essential process for any organization 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Whereas Yin stressed the in-depth knowledge gained from a 
critical case study, limitations existed in the scope of this research. There was a limited 
number of participants: one teacher who provided perceptions of building community in 
the classroom and four parent participants, with only one parent representing each of the 
diverse cultural, linguistic, and economic groups.  
 
 210 
There are also limited generalized findings for this study. One teacher’s 
perspective does not allow the generalization of findings beyond this research site, and 
generalizability, “the external validity of applying results to new settings, people, or 
samples” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 199), was a threat to the validity of the study. 
The research site was a purposeful sample of a teacher whose students were CLED gifted 
learners. Findings from this sample could be unique to the community in which the study 
took place. If another researcher conducts the study with different participants in a 
different setting, there might be different findings.  
As the key instrument of research, the researcher’s bias was a limitation 
(Creswell, 2013). Building community is a topic highly regarded by the researcher, as 
“the research we do is ‘MeSearch.’ Own it” (Cross, 2019, personal communication). The 
researcher could have unintentionally asked questions or led the interview, perhaps 
indicating a bias toward certain answers or actions (Creswell, 2013). The researcher 
analyzed interview recordings to monitor biased responses and removed the data 
identified as biased to increase the validity of the study (Creswell, 2013). Scholars and 
stakeholders should consider the limitations of the study when using the findings to 
inform practice. 
Although there was easy access to the state (see Table 1.5) and national (see 
Table 1.1) racial demographic data of gifted learners, the school district’s lack of data on 
the gifted learners’ cultures and ethnicities was a limitation. In 2013, the school district 
provided an action plan for increasing Black student participation in its gifted program as 
a partial response to a complaint made in 2007 by the U.S. Department of Education, 
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Office of Civil Rights. The Office of Civil Rights required the school district to 
desegregate schools. Without racial demographic data, it was unclear if there were 
successful efforts in the school district to increase the identification and referral of Black 
students to the gifted program. In addition, there were no racial demographic data limits 
for tracking and comparisons over time of CLED learners in gifted programs. 
The duration of the data collection was a limitation for this study, taking place 
over 2 months. Collecting data from the start of the school year to the end could have 
provided more information from the participants for each research question. Although the 
data collection tools, interview, and observation protocols provided findings to 
generalize, the follow-up questions for the interview protocol and a less departmentalized 
observation protocol could have produced more in-depth results. 
Implications for Practice 
There were several implications of this study. Due to the limited research on the 
psychological sense of community theory for CLED gifted learners in the classroom 
setting, this qualitative case study and the findings from this study provided additional 
knowledge of the theory. No scholars had connected this theory to gifted learners in a 
classroom setting. This study provided new information for the advancement of the 
psychological sense of community theory.  
Vygotsky (1978) indicated that children must belong to a community to develop 
and learn successfully. Learners who feel they have social support systems (teachers, 
friends, and classmates) can develop their talents without fearing rejection (Olszewski-
Kubilius et al., 2014). In the sense of community theory, educators satisfy learners’ 
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psychological needs, which results in increased academic success (Faircloth & Hamm, 
2011; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The learners’ sense of community had an influence on 
their success in the classroom, commitment to school, and the value they placed on 
learning (Goodenow & Grady, 2010).  
For CLED gifted learners, there are varying psychological and social factors for 
academic underachievement, such as social pressures, family dynamics, and self-
perception (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). The researcher asserted connections 
between the psychological sense of community theory, a driving need to belong, and the 
factors that cause some CLED gifted learners to underachieve. The generalized findings 
from Research Question 1 produced four themes: autonomy, differentiation, teacher-
family partnership, and safe environment. These four themes aligned with the literature 
on how to provide effective gifted learner services and the four themes of building 
community in research questions two and three. The themes from the teacher’s and 
parents’ perception of building community in the classroom for underachieving CLED 
gifted learners were relationships, empowerment, trust, and parent-teacher relationships. 
The researcher asserted that there was a strong connection between the perceptions of 
building community in the classroom and delivering effective gifted services, as indicated 
by other researchers (Callahan & Hertberg-Davis, 2018). 
The findings from this study indicated that there are multiple implications for 
educators in the classroom and in preservice teacher training programs that could have a 
positive impact on gifted education at the local, state, and national levels.  Most 
importantly, these were crucial implications for the lives of CLED gifted learners who 
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underachieve. The study’s findings showed the importance of educators actively building 
community in the classroom for CLED gifted learners who underachieve.  
Situational Implications 
Dewey argued that students must acquire the skills and behaviors necessary for 
effective participation in a democratic society through classroom experiences of 
collaborative event planning, discussions, and decision-making (Noddings, 2013). This 
study’s findings were an addition to the body of knowledge to fill the gap in the literature 
on teachers who actively build community for CLED gifted learners. Learners gain 
membership into the classroom community through small group instruction either from 
dialogue during morning meetings or in content-based collaboration, forming bonds in a 
trusting environment. The relationships each learner formed after gaining membership 
resulted in increased confidence and empowerment. When educators actively build 
classroom communities, they make schools places where students can practice and hone 
the skills needed to participate in democratic communities.  
The evidence from this study showed that educators who provide CLED gifted 
learners with choices enable the development of autonomy and fulfill the social-
emotional needs of self-regulation. Autonomous learners in Mrs. Beecher’s classroom 
felt confident enough to provide guidance as well as receive guidance from other 
learners. Two elements simultaneously occurred. Learners influenced their environment 
by giving and receiving guidance with their peers. The second element that concurred 
with influence was the fulfillment of social-emotional needs, such as autonomy, when 
learners could choose the order of assignments to complete and if they wanted to work 
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with others. The integration of the sense of community theory elements was a natural 
occurrence, as Mrs. Beecher made building a sense of community a deliberate practice. 
The pertinent findings gained from this study filled the gap in the literature by 
providing educators with access to relevant information about building community with 
CLED gifted learners. By adding to the body of literature, educators could utilize this 
information to meet the needs of the CLED gifted learners they serve. In addition, it is 
essential to incorporate the sense of community theory’s four elements into teachers’ 
professional development services and preservice teacher training programs. Providing 
specific training for building community in the classroom, such as with the sense of 
community theory, provides teachers with a foundation for their practices. Practices 
rooted in research provide teachers with explanations for their best practices. 
In the community partner’s district, the total student population was 43,817, and 
the total gifted population was 2,869 for a percentage of 6.5%, less .6% of the state’s 
gifted population. There were 3,552 total LEP learners for the district. There were 27,437 
total learners in the district from low-SES, of which 967 were gifted learners. Table 1.6 
shows the LEP and lower SES demographics of gifted learners in the community 
partner’s district. There were no data on the district’s cultural and racial demographics 
available. More than half of the district’s total students come from low-SES families, but 
only 34% of learners from low-SES families receive gifted services (see Table 1.6). At 
the district level, there is an underrepresentation of gifted learners from lower-SES 
families. The Southeastern Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights  
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presented a letter to 16 of Southeastern State’s districts under court jurisdiction for 
desegregation of public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The participating 
district in this study was one of the 16 Southeastern State districts. The findings from this 
study indicated the need to build a community at the state level to increase the 
representation of CLED learners receiving gifted services at the district level. 
The community partner’s location for this study was in a Southeastern U.S. state 
that provided a social-emotional learning program in 28 elementary schools across the 
state (Southeast State Department of Education, 2019). The curriculum was designed to 
foster communication, connection, and community both in and out of the classroom so 
students can develop into compassionate and caring adults. The social-emotional program 
used in two elementary schools within the community partner’s district was designed to 
foster academic achievement and cultivate relations  
By dissolving barriers to relationships (social-emotional program) enables 
students to connect and collaborate with others at much deeper levels. Children 
feel more comfortable and connected in their classrooms, leading to a more 
effective teaching environment that promotes more harmonious interactions and a 
love of lifelong learning. (Southeast State Department of Education, 2019, p. 7) 
Although the community partner was not one of the elementary schools selected 
by state officials to participate in this social-emotional program, this state initiative for a 
program that educators can use to meet learners’ social-emotional needs was a step in the 
right direction. Whereas the program’s claims of strengthening teacher-learner 
connections and improving academic performance are necessities for all learners, the 
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program’s literature did not indicate the intent to actively build community. Without 
deliberately identifying and focusing on building community in the program’s text, the 
steps to build community may not receive as much attention as other program 
components. The findings and emergent themes from this study indicated the need for a 
state-implemented program to address community-building in the classroom.   
National Implications 
 Due to the growing cultural diversity in American classrooms, teachers must 
strive to diversify curriculum and instruction, build a sense of belonging in the classroom 
through community-building, and foster safe, collaborative learning environments (Tharp 
et al., 2000). Building community has a positive impact on CLED gifted learners who 
underachieve on both a local and a national level. The NCLB (2002) and the ESSA 
(2015) were acts designed to provide fair, equal, and high-quality education for CLED 
learners. The NCLB and ESSA required the development of high-quality teacher training, 
academic assessments, and curriculum according to national standards. The acts required 
state, district, and school officials to strive for 100% proficiency of all students (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2018b).  
NCLB (2002) and ESSA (2015) mandates to raise all public-school students’ 
academic achievement were not realized (TIMSS, 2019; U.S. Department of Education, 
2001 & 2018). Educators across the United States continue to place academic 
achievement before learners’ social-emotional needs (Cobb & Knownapple, 2020; 
Milner, 2015; see Figure 5.28). Maslow (1943) suggested that individuals must fulfill 
basic physiological and self-esteem needs before they can progress to the need for self-
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actualization (see Figure 2.1). Love and the need to belong are midlevel needs that 
individuals should attain before considering personal and academic achievement and 
certainly before the need to uplift humanity (self-actualization). The U.S. public 
education system’s failure to acknowledge the importance of the humanistic need for 
affectionate relationships has adverse effects on schools and has resulted in a widening 
achievement gap between CLED gifted learners and learners from the dominant culture 
(Maslow, 1943; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014).  
Figure 5.28 shows the inverted hierarchy of needs in school (Cobb & 
Knownapple, 2020), a manipulated model of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs 
perpetuated in schools, which supports the achievement gap between CLED learners and 
the dominant culture (Maslow, 1943; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014). With states 
nationally mandated to develop high-quality teacher training, academic assessments, and 
curriculum driven by national standards to increase academic achievement, district and 
school educators realize that there is excessive pressure and accountability to strive for 
100% proficiency of all students (U.S. Department of Education, 2018b. Educators 
consider the social and emotional needs of learners nonessential and unworthy of 
discussion (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2009). VanTassel-Baska et al. (2009) asserted that if 
learners cannot progress through Maslow’s (1943) model (see Figure 2.1) as intended, 
they cannot achieve the personal growth and development necessary for self-
actualization:  
By working through the layers of self that we all bring to this thing called life, 
gifted students can come to know they are not alone. …They can begin to express 
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their emotions rather than repress them through the process of discussion. …They 
come to understand their different selves as individuals and as individuals in 
varying groups, realizing that they present distinctive selves based on context and 
relationships. (p. 2) 
Figure 5.28. Inverted Hierarchy of Needs in School 
 
Note. Visual model of Inverted Hierarchy of Needs in School (Cobb & Knownapple, 
2020).  
The NAGC’s (2019) mission is to support stakeholders who enhance the growth 
and development of gifted and talented children through education, advocacy, 
community-building, and research. With their mission as the foundation, NAGC has six 
gifted programming standards: (a) program and development, (b) assessment, (c) 
curriculum and instruction, (d) learning environments, (e) programming, and (f) 
professional development. Each standard includes evidence-based best practices for 
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gifted education for stakeholders to evaluate program and student outcomes (Speirs 
Neumeister & Burney, 2012).  
Each of NAGC’s programming standards contains ways to address the social-
emotional needs of gifted learners so teachers can create appropriate programming and 
environments for all gifted learners (Johnsen, 2012; Speirs Neumeister & Burney, 2012). 
Although the programming standards include the affective needs of gifted learners, there 
is no programming standard specifically for addressing building community in the 
classroom. Establishing a gifted programming standard that aligns explicitly with the 
goals and outcomes of the four elements of the sense of community theory is a way to 
ensure that gifted education stakeholders implement evidenced-based best practices of 
building community in the classroom. Speirs Neumeister and Burney (2012) stressed that 
“well-designed programs for gifted students include systematic ways of addressing their 
social and emotional needs through both a planned, vertically articulated affective 
curriculum and also differentiated guidance and counseling activities” (p. 54). 
Areas for Future Research 
 There are gaps in the literature on qualitative studies of building community with 
underachieving CLED gifted learners. The gaps provide multiple opportunities for future 
researchers to build upon the literature and advance the understanding of this 
phenomenon. Future studies may expand the analysis of culturally relevant pedagogy and 
culturally responsive teaching with CLED gifted learners. In reviewing the findings from 




A qualitative single case study was the means used to investigate the perceptions 
of actively building community with underachieving CLED gifted learners (Yin, 2009, as 
cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018). However, combining the data collection procedures 
of a case study design with quantitative data, such as a survey, would provide multiple 
perspectives of the phenomenon for stronger study validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 
Yin, 2018). A suggestion is to conduct qualitative data collection with classroom 
observations and teacher, parent, and student interviews. Future researchers can combine 
the findings from the qualitative data with a quantitative student survey to strengthen the 
reliability of the findings and the validity of the study.  
A mixed-methods approach would provide a comprehensive examination of the 
phenomenon, which could result in more accurate findings on the impact of community-
building and underachieving CLED gifted learners. An example of the mixed-methods 
approach could be determining the perceptions of CLED gifted learners’ views of their 
teacher’s ability to help them feel that they belong and have relationships in the 
classroom. In addition to collecting qualitative data, researchers could administer a 
survey to students to determine their perceptions of the teacher’s implementation of the 
sense of community theory. Researchers could administer the survey before and after the 
intervention to measure a teacher’s professional development.  
Another suggestion for future research is conducting a comparative study of 
teachers’ perceptions of building community with underachieving CLED gifted learners 
and underachieving CLED learners (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This type of cross-case 
comparison could show the commonalities and differences in both or multiple cases (Yin, 
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2018). Researchers could conduct a longitudinal quantitative study on a school district’s 
racial demographic data to track CLED gifted learners’ academic achievements to reduce 
the academic gap among non-CLED gifted learners. 
 
Personal Lessons Learned 
“Those who know the right will do the right.”  
(Socrates) 
The purpose of ... this phrase appear throughout my dissertation, and each time I 
typed it, I strengthened my resolve. As stated in Chapter One, my personal context and 
childhood experiences caused feelings of self-doubt and not belonging that stayed with 
me throughout adulthood. I believe, as did Maslow (1943), that a sense of belonging is a 
basic human need that everyone longs to fulfill, regardless of their culture, economic 
status, or cognitive abilities. When choosing a topic to investigate, I knew that a sense of 
belonging would be my chosen topic. As Dr. Tracy Cross (2019) expressed at the 
University of Denver Morgridge College of Education’s Celebrating Gifted Education: 
Reflecting On Our Past, Impacting Our Future conference, “The research we do is ‘Me 
Search.’ Own it!” I own this dissertation with every fiber of my being.  
 As a result of conducting this study, there are several lessons I have learned, both 
as a practitioner and personal, that I can carry into practice in the future (Buss & Zambo, 
2017). The two most important lessons were to (a) examine peer-reviewed literature and 
studies before implementing a curriculum, strategy, or any suggested best practice; and 
(b) honing one’s craft is a means of building self-efficacy and empowers.   
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 As for my personal lesson, the last 3 years of classes before this grand finale have 
been one of the most painstaking processes that I have ever undergone. I have broken 
through my shell and emerged a better person for it. Maya Angelou (n.d.) phrased my 
experiences and thoughts so poignantly: 
I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better, I do better. You don’t 
know what you don’t know, and you don’t even know that you don’t know it. But, 
at some point in time and with many more experiences, you might come to realize 
a certain truth about yourself or about life. At this juncture in time. You now 
know better, so you must seek to do better. 
I no longer look at life with blinders on; instead, I question: I question the decisions made 
by others that have had an effect on me. I question the events occurring around me. I 
question the decisions that I make and how they align with my life’s purpose. Purpose—a 
word I have used multiple times in my dissertation, and now I use it to describe myself. 
My purpose is to carve out new communities, people, and places where I belong and 
where my voice matters. 
           We, as gifted education trained leaders, have the responsibility to, at every turn, 
instill young minds with a sense of belonging so that, as adults, they will never stand idly 
by or join communities and watch as others carry out injustices. They, as we, will have 
the self-efficacy and confidence to stand and have a voice for what we believe. As 
Greene (1998) noted, “Not only do we need to be continually empowered to choose 
ourselves, to create our identities within a plurality; we need continually to make new 
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promises and to act in our freedom to fulfill them, something we can never do 
meaningfully alone” (p. 51). 
Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of classroom 
community-building with CLED gifted learners who underachieve. According to 
Westheimer (1996), engaging in meaningful relationships, actively building classroom 
community with learners, and acknowledging differences was the beginning of answering 
this study’s central research question, what impact does actively building classroom 
community have on underachieving CLED gifted learners? The findings in Table 5.22 
align with Maslow’s (1943) need to belong, and Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural and 
ZPD theories and show that a child must belong to a community to develop and learn 
successfully. Learners who feel they have social support systems (teachers, friends, and 
classmates) can develop their talents without fearing rejection (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 
2014). 
The teacher’s deliberate practices of building community in the classroom 
resulted in the findings and emergent themes of this case study. First, it was necessary to 
determine the teacher’s perception of CLED gifted learners who underachieve. As a 
gifted education trained educator utilizing the NAGC (2010) standards, the following 
themed categories emerged: (a) meeting learners’ social-emotional needs; (b) choices to 
promote independence; (c) the differentiation of content, process, and assessment for 
meaningful learning; and (d) connecting with families connects the children. Meeting a 
child’s social and emotional needs and providing choices to promote independence 
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aligned with NAGC’s Standard 1: Learning and Development. The differentiation of 
curriculum, processes, and assessments aligned with Standard 2: Assessments; Standard 
3: Curriculum, Planning, and Instruction; Standard 4: Learning Environments; and 
Standard 5: Programming. All the standards contain the concept of building a secure 
connection with parents, for it is the parents who, through their voices and involvement, 
enable educating the whole child.  
These theme categories presented the teacher’s best practices so that the themes of 
autonomy, leadership, trust, and empowerment could emerge (see Table 5.22). These 
findings indicated that actively building community in the classroom matters. Conducting 
this study provided the opportunity to gain in-depth knowledge of how a teacher’s 
perceptions of teacher-student interactions had a positive effect on the learning 
environment. Goodenow and Grady (2010) expressed that relationships developed from a 
learners’ sense of community have an influence on their successes in the classroom, their 
commitment to school, and the value they place on learning. The use of the sense of 
community theory to addresses a psychological need to belong resulted in a higher level 
of academic success (Faircloth & Hamm, 2011; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
Dewey stressed that educational communities must consist of members of diverse 
groups with various talents and abilities who continually strive to construct a democracy 
through dialogue and collaboration on joint projects (Noddings, 2013). The evidence 
from this study indicated that teachers’ practices of building community produced CLED 
gifted learners who were active participants in their academic progress through 
collaborative group work and dialogic knowledge building (cf. Vygotsky, 1978). The 
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learners practiced social and personal interactive skills to establish their voices and self-
advocate while simultaneously acknowledging their success and assuming leadership 
roles to empower learners to become confident, viable members of the classroom. 
Although nearly half of America’s public-school students come from CLED 
backgrounds, there is a disproportionate number of CLED learners receiving gifted 
services in comparison to gifted learners from the dominant culture who do not have 
lower SES (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). Of the CLED gifted 
learners receiving gifted services, there is a disproportionate number of underachieving 
CLED students (Ford et al., 2014). According to McMillan (1996), Westheimer (1996), 
and Osterman (2000), learners’ stakeholders who participate in meaningful relationships 
by actively engaging in building a classroom community with learners create a sense of 
belonging environment where learners want to succeed. The findings from this study 
were a contribution to advance the psychological sense of community theory and CLED 
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Appendix A: Community Partner Letter 
 
Dear Principal, 
I am a doctoral student in the Ed. D Curriculum and Instruction program at the 
University of Denver. I am contacting you to ask for your consent to participating in my 
research study entitled Building Community in the Classroom. This research has the 
potential to help the field of education understand teachers’ perceptions of building a 
collaborative classroom environment for gifted and culturally linguistically economically 
diverse learners and assist in planning professional learning opportunities based on those 
perceptions. 
 As the primary researcher of this study, I ensure the complete anonymity of the 
community partner and participants by giving pseudonyms. In providing pseudonyms, all 
participants will be able to participate honestly and openly. As the community partner, 
you will assist the researcher by giving time to speak to the participant as well as provide 
access to classroom artifacts, such as lesson plans, messages to parents, photographs, and 
other documents used to build a sense of community in the classroom. You will also 
assist in providing time for the participant to be interviewed by the researcher. Finally, 
you will review the final write-up of the research project by lending your lens and giving 
feedback as needed. 
 The findings of the study will assist in moving your school forward in providing 
quality programming for gifted and culturally linguistically economically diverse 
learners. Please reply to this letter by email at norbertomichelle@gmail.com or call me at 
305-498-4941. In addition, I am including the name and contact information of my 
advisor, if you would like to contact her:  
Norma Hafenstein, PhD 
Daniel L. Ritchie Endowed Chair in Gifted Education 
Clinical Professor, Teaching and Learning Sciences 








University of Denver 
           
Community Partner’s Signature      
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I am a doctoral student in the Ed. D Curriculum and Instruction program at the 
University of Denver. I am contacting you to ask for your consent to participating in my 
research study entitled Building Community in the Classroom. This research has the 
potential to help the field of education understand teachers’ perceptions of building a 
collaborative classroom environment and assist in planning professional learning 
opportunities based on those perceptions. 
 As a teacher with a culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse student 
population, you and your classroom would provide valuable information that could be 
used in my study. If you choose to participate in this research, you will be asked to 
engage in the following: 
• three audio-taped interview sessions that will last approximately 45 minutes; 
• two observations in your classroom setting performed by this researcher; 
• access to lesson plans, photographs of the classroom walls, evidence of active 
community-building in artifacts, and  
• direct communication with parents to elicit their perceptions. 
If you are interested in participating in this research project, please reply to me by email 
at michelle.norberto-whipple@du.edu or call me at 305-498-4941. In addition, I am 
including the name and contact information of my advisor, if you would like to contact 
her:  
Norma Hafenstein, PhD 
Daniel L. Ritchie Endowed Chair in Gifted Education 
Clinical Professor, Teaching and Learning Sciences 












Appendix C: Consent Form for Teacher Participation in Research 
 
University of Denver 
Title of Research Study: Building Community in the Classroom 
Researcher: Michelle Norberto-Whipple, Doctoral Student, University of Denver 
Study Site: Somewhere County, Southeastern State 
Purpose 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this research is to 
understand teachers’ perceptions of building a collaborative classroom environment and 
assist in planning professional learning opportunities based on those perceptions. 
 
Procedures 
If you participate in this research study, you will be asked to perform the following: 
• three interview sessions that will last approximately 45 minutes: 
1. Agree to engage in an initial interview at a time of your choosing. 
2. Agree to engage in an interview at the mid-point of study. 
3. Agree to engage in a follow-up interview at a time of your choosing. 
• two 45-minute observations in your classroom setting performed by this 
researcher; and 
• • access to lesson plans, photographs of classroom walls, evidence of active 
community-building in artifacts, and  
• direct communication with parents to elicit their perceptions. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
As a teacher with a culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse student 
population, you would provide valuable information that could be used in this study. 
Participating in this research study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to 
participate now, you may change your mind and stop at any time. You may choose to 
answer some or all of the questions in the interview. You may choose to discontinue the 
observation at any point during the duration of the observation. You will remain 
anonymous throughout the study and may discontinue your role in the study without 
penalty. You will be audio recorded during the interview and observation process. If you 
do not want to be audio recorded, please inform the researcher, and only hand-written 




Risks or Discomforts 
There is minimal risk to the participants in this study. Because of the small size of the 
participant group, measures will be taken to ensure confidentiality (see Confidentiality 
section). Inconvenience may include the 40 minutes of time you will give for the 
interviews as well as a minimal inconvenience with the researcher as an observer in the 
classroom for two 45 minutes observations. 
 
Benefits 
Participation in the study will benefit the field of gifted education and potentially 
professional learning as it will add to the body of research that exists so as to inform 
other researchers, teachers, and administrators of teacher perceptions about building 
community in the classroom with this underrepresented group of students. Understanding 
teacher perceptions and classroom practices with these gifted learners will also allow not 
only Marion County, but other Florida school districts to better understand what 
professional learning opportunities should be in place to support educators. 
 
Confidentiality 
The researcher will ensure that all names, including the name of the school, are given 
pseudonyms to keep your information safe throughout this study. Your individual identity 
will be kept private when information is presented or published about this study. No one 
beyond the researcher will receive identifiable data. Data that is obtained via recorded 
interview will be stored in a locked filing cabinet that is in a location only known to the 
researcher. The researcher will work in a secure location while analyzing data. All data 
will be used for the purpose of understanding the findings of the study and will not be 
used to disparage or discredit any member of the faculty or participating school. All 
recordings will be destroyed within two years of collection. 
 
The research records are held by researchers at an academic institution; therefore, the 
records may be subject to disclosure if required by law. The research information may be 
shared with federal agencies or local committees who are responsible for protecting 
research participants, including individuals on behalf of Dr. Norma Hafenstein. 
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about this project or your participation, please feel free to ask 
questions now or contact Michelle Norberto-Whipple at 305-498-4941 or 
norbertomichelle@gmail.com at any time. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Norma 




If you have any questions or concerns about your research participation or rights as a 
participant, you may contact the DU Human Research Protections Program by emailing 
IRBAdmin@du.edu or calling (303) 871-2121 to speak to someone other than the 
researcher. 
 
Options for Participation 
Please initial your choice for the options below: 
___The researcher may contact me again to participate in future research activities.  
___The researcher may audio/video record or photograph me during this study.  
___The researcher may NOT audio/video record or photograph me during this study.  
___ The researcher may photograph the learning environment 
___ The researcher may NOT photograph the learning environment 
 
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether you 
would like to participate in this research study. 
 
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be provided 
with a copy of this form for your records. 
 
                 
  Participant’s Name (Print)         Participant’s Signature      Date 
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BUILDING COMMUNITY  





If you would like 
to participate in 
the study or to 
find out more 
information about 















Principal Investigator:  
Michelle Whipple  
The purpose of this study is to examine the 
interaction between educators’ practices of active 
community-building in a classroom and 
underachieving culturally linguistically economically 
diverse (CLED) gifted learners in a semi-rural district. 
 
Participants of this research must: 
• teach at the Center of Advanced Studies; and 
• actively build community in the classroom.  
 
Participation in this study involves: 
• three audio-taped interview sessions that will 
last approximately 45 minutes; 
• two observations in your classroom setting 
performed by this researcher; and 
• access to lesson plans, photographs of the 
classroom walls, evidence of active 
community-building in artifacts. 
 
Benefits of participation: 
• assisting the field of gifted education provide 
sound practices to meet the social emotional 
and academic needs of the gifted learner 
• allow the district to better understand what 
professional learning opportunities should be 
in place to support educators. 
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I am a doctoral student in the Ed.D Curriculum and Instruction program at the 
University of Denver. The principal and your child’s teacher have consented to 
participate in my research study entitled Building Community in the Classroom. The 
purpose of this study is to examine teachers’ perceptions of building a collaborative 
classroom environment. You are eligible to participate in this study as a parent of a child 
in the participating teacher’s classroom. 
As the primary researcher of this study, I would like to conduct an initial 
interview with you to understand your perceptions of your child’s sense of belonging in 
the classroom and the teacher’s attempts to build community within the classroom. It is 
parents or caregivers who are effective sources of information about their children’s 
strengths and weaknesses. If you decide to participate in this study, I will contact you to 
schedule an interview through an online method at a date and time that is convenient for 
you. From your responses during the initial interview, a second interview may be 
conducted. If a second interview is needed, the researcher will ask for a follow-up 
interview with you at a later date. 
I expect to conduct the interviews within 45 minutes in length. All of your 
information from participating in this study will be confidential by providing 
pseudonyms. In providing pseudonyms, all participants will be able to participate 
honestly and openly. If at any time you wish to discontinue the interview, you will inform 
the researcher, and the interview will end.  
 This is a completely voluntary research project. If you would like to participate or 
have any questions about the study, please contact me at (305)498-4941 or by email at 
michelle.norberto-whipple@du.edu. You may also contact the faculty advisor, Dr. Norma 
Hafenstein, with any questions. She can be reached at (303) 871-2527 or by email at 
norma.hafenstein@du.edu. 
 








Appendix F: Consent Form for Parent Participation in Research 
 
 
Title of Research Study: Building Community in the Classroom 
Researcher: Michelle Norberto-Whipple, Doctoral Student, University of Denver 
Study Site: Somewhere County, Southeastern State 
 
Purpose 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this research is to 
understand teachers’ perceptions of building a collaborative classroom environment and 
assist in planning professional learning opportunities based on those perceptions. 
 
Procedures 
If you participate in this research study, you will be asked to perform the following: 
• two interview sessions that will last approximately 45 minutes: 
1. Agree to engage in an initial interview at a time of your choosing. 
2. Agree to engage in a follow-up interview at a time of your choosing. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
As a parent of a gifted learner, you would provide valuable information that could be 
used in this study. Participating in this research study is completely voluntary. Even if 
you decide to participate now, you may change your mind and stop at any time. You may 
choose to answer some or all of the questions in the interview. You will be audio 
recorded during the interview. If you do not want to be audio recorded, please inform the 
researcher, and only hand-written notes will be taken during the interviews and 
observations. 
 
Risks or Discomforts 
There is minimal risk to the participants in this study. Because of the small size of the 
participant group, measures will be taken to ensure confidentiality (see Confidentiality 








Participation in the study will benefit the field of gifted education, specifically the social-
emotional and academic needs of gifted learners and potentially professional learning as 
it will add to the body of research that exists so as to inform other researchers, teachers, 
and administrators of parents’ perceptions of teachers’ actively building community in 
the classroom with gifted learners. Understanding teacher perceptions and classroom 
practices with gifted learners will also allow not only Marion County but other Florida 
school districts to understand better what professional learning opportunities should be in 
place to support educators. 
 
Confidentiality 
The researcher will ensure that all names, including the name of the school, are given 
pseudonyms so as to keep your information safe throughout this study. Your individual 
identity will be kept private when information is presented or published about this study. 
No one beyond the researcher will receive identifiable data. Data that is obtained via a 
recorded interview will be stored in a locked filing cabinet that is in a location only 
known to the researcher. The researcher will work in a secure location while analyzing 
data. All data will be used for the purpose of understanding the findings of the study and 
will not be used to disparage or discredit any member of the teacher, participating school, 
or parents. All recordings will be destroyed within two years of collection. 
 
The research records are held by researchers at an academic institution; therefore, the 
records may be subject to disclosure if required by law. The research information may be 
shared with federal agencies or local committees who are responsible for protecting 
research participants, including individuals on behalf of Dr. Norma Hafenstein. 
Questions 
If you have any questions about this project or your participation, please feel free to ask 
questions now or contact Michelle Norberto-Whipple at 305-498-4941 or 
norbertomichelle@gmail.com at any time. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Norma 
Hafenstein, at 303-871-2527 or Norma.hafenstein@du.edu. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about your research participation or rights as a 
participant, you may contact the DU Human Research Protections Program by emailing 




















Options for Participation 
Please initial your choice for the options below: 
___The researcher may contact me again to participate in future research 
activities.  
___The researcher may audio/video record or photograph me during this study.  
___The researcher may NOT audio/video record or photograph me during this 
study.  
 
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide 
whether you would like to participate in this research study. 
 
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be 
provided with a copy of this form for your records. 
 
                
  Participant’s Name (Print)         Participant’s Signature      Date 
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Appendix G: Parent Recruitment Flyer 
  BUILDING COMMUNITY  
IN THE CLASSROOM 





If you would like 
to participate in 
the study or to 
find out more 
information about 

















Principal Investigator:  
Michelle Whipple  
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the 
influence of educators’ practices of community-
building in a classroom and underachieving 
culturally linguistically economically diverse 
(CLED) gifted learners. 
 
Participants of this research will: 
Agree to be interviewed for two audio-taped 
interview sessions that will last approximately 45 
minutes: 
• an initial interview at a time of your 
choosing. 
• a follow-up interview at a time of your 
choosing. 
Benefit of participating: 
• assisting the field of gifted education 
provide sound practices to meet the social 
emotional and academic needs of the 
gifted learner 
• allow the district to better understand 
what professional learning opportunities 
should be in place to support educators 
 
Name and contact information of my advisor: 
Norma Hafenstein, PhD 
Daniel L. Ritchie Endowed Chair in Gifted Education 
Clinical Professor, Teaching and Learning Sciences 
Morgridge College of Education- 




Appendix H: Teacher Interview #1 Protocol 
 
Teacher Interview #1 Protocol 
Project: Exploring Teachers’ Perceptions of Active Community-building in a Classroom 
for Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners  
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Interviewee: 
Role of Interviewee in the school: 
Position of Interviewee: 
Questions: 
1. Altogether, how many years have you taught? Of those years, have you 
always taught gifted learners? 
2. What is your experience working with gifted learners? Can you tell me about 
some gifted learners you have taught?  
3. What characteristics do you look for when referring students for gifted 
services? 
4. How would you describe an underachieving learner? 
5. How would you describe an underachieving CLED gifted learner? 
6. Are there ways of determining a gifted learner is underachieving without 
looking at test scores? Would you say it is different for underachieving CLED 
gifted learners? 
7. How do you support underachieving learners in your classroom? 
8. How do you build community in your classroom? 
9. How do you incorporate your students’ interests and lives outside of the 
classroom into the classroom? 




Appendix I: Teacher Interview #2 Protocol 
Teacher Interview #2 Protocol 
Project: Exploring Teachers’ Perceptions of Active Community-building in a Classroom 
for Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners  
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Interviewee: 
Role of Interviewee in the school: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Questions: 
1. How do you perceive the abilities of gifted learners? (Ex. Are they faster at 
processing information i.e., problem-solving or reasoning ability.) 
2. Those learners you feel are experiencing low achievement, how do they feel 
about their abilities? 
3. Do low achieving CLED gifted learners perform better in groups or by 
themselves? 
4. How do you support underachieving learners in your classroom?  
5. What do you do when a low achieving learner has a low self-perception? Do 
your strategies change when it is a low achieving CLED gifted learner?  
6. How do you incorporate your students’ interests and lives outside of the 
classroom into the classroom? 
7. What types of information do your share about yourself with the students? 
And, how is what you share about yourself used to create and maintain 
teacher-student relationships? 
8. How do you create and maintain teacher-student relationships in a classroom 
community? 
9. How do you maintain parent involvement in the classroom? 
10. Is parent involvement of low achieving CLED gifted learners different from 




Appendix J: Teacher Interview #3 Protocol 
Teacher Interview #3 Protocol 
Project: Exploring Teachers’ Perceptions of Active Community-building in a Classroom 
for Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners  
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Interviewee: 
Role of Interviewee in the school: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Questions: 
1. How do you perceive the abilities of gifted learners? (Ex. Are they faster at 
processing information i.e., problem-solving or reasoning ability.) 
2. Learners who are experiencing low achievement, have their feelings about 
their abilities changed from the beginning of the year? 
3. Are low achieving CLED gifted learners perform better in groups or by 
themselves? 
4. Has your support for underachieving learners in your classroom changed from 
the start of the school year?  
5. You had mentioned how you incorporate your students’ interests and lives 
outside of the classroom into the classroom (state what the teacher had 
mentioned) are you continuing to incorporate those items, or has it changed? 
6. How do you create and maintain teacher-student relationships in a classroom 
community? 
7. How do you maintain parent involvement in the classroom? 
8. Is parent involvement of low achieving CLED gifted learners different from 




Appendix K: Parent Interview #1 Protocol 
Parent Interview #1 Protocol 
Project: Exploring Teachers’ Perceptions of Active Community-building in a Classroom 
for Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners  
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Interviewer: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Interviewee: 
Role of Interviewee in the school: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Questions: 
1. How would you describe your child’s academic achievement last year?  
2.  Last year, was there one specific subject his or her performance was low? 
Excelled? 
3. (If the parents’ comments stir toward low achievement) What did his or her 
teacher do to help support your child? 
4. How does your child describe their overall academic achievement last year? 
5. Did your child receive gifted services last year? If so, how would he or she 
describe the experience? How would you describe his or her experience? 
6. Last year, did your child have classroom friends? 
7. How much time did your child spend completing homework? Was he or she 
able to complete the work independently? If not, who helped your child with 
homework? 
8. Did your child willingly complete his or her daily homework? 
9. Has your child’s teacher informed you of how she will incorporate your 
child’s interests and home lives into the classroom? 
10. In what way(s) has your child’s teacher invited you to be apart of your child’s 
learning? 




Appendix L: Parent Interview #2 Protocol 
Project: Exploring Teachers’ Perceptions of Active Community-building in a Classroom 
for Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners  
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Interviewer: Michelle Norberto-Whipple 
Interviewee: 
Role of Interviewee in the school: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Questions: 
1. How would you describe your child’s academic experience, this year?  
2. So far this year, is there one specific subject his or her performance is low? 
Excels? 
3. (If the parents’ comments stir toward low achievement) What did his or her 
teacher do to help support your child? 
4. How does your child describe their academic achievement, this year? 
5. Does your child receive gifted services this year? If so, how would he or she 
describe the experience? How would you describe his or her experience? 
6. Does your child have classroom friends? 
7. Is your child motivated to complete homework? Is he or she able to complete 
the work independently? Who helps your child with homework? 
8. How does your child’s teacher incorporate his or her interests and home lives 
into the classroom? 
9. In what way(s) has your child’s teacher helped you to feel a part of your 
child’s school experience? 




Appendix M: Observation #1 Protocol 
Location of Observation: 
Start Time of Observation:     End Time of Observation:    
Duration of Observation: 








Evidence of observed 
trait in setting 
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a sense of 
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Appendix N: Observation #2 Protocol 
Location of Observation: 
Start Time of Observation:    End Time of Observation:     
Duration of Observation: 








Evidence of observed trait 
in setting 
 
Reflective notes & 
Comments 
Membership - 
Teacher’s intent to 
dissolve barriers 
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or other 
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Appendix O: Parent Correspondence 
Participating Parents E-mails 
 
From: kmcswaro89 <kmcswaro89@gmail.com> 
Sent: Tuesday, December 17, 2019, 7:46 PM 
To: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Subject: Re: Fw: Research Study Interview Date and Time 
  
Yes, I will be available tomorrow at 5:30. I look forward to speaking with you then.  
 
Sent from my T-Mobile 4G LTE Device 
-------- Original message -------- 
From: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Date: 12/17/19 6:43 PM (GMT-05:00) 
To: Kate Mcs <kmcswaro89@gmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Research Study Interview Date and Time 
 
Would you be available tomorrow at 5:30 pm? I’ll text you at about 5:15 pm to see if you 
are still available. There are two interviews and I would like to conduct one before the 
break and one after. The first interview will be questions focused on his performance last 
year. The next interview will focus on this year 
Michelle Whipple 
 
From: Kate Mcs <kmcswaro89@gmail.com> 
Sent: Monday, December 16, 2019 8:43 PM 
To: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Subject: Re: Research Study Interview Date and Time 
  
I apologize about not responding sooner. My phone number is (904) 487-7701. I am available 
any time on Wednesday Dec 18th or Thursday Dec 19th. We can also schedule it for after the 
new year if that works better for you.  
 
Respectfully, 
  Katherine McSwain 
 
On Mon, Dec 16, 2019, 8:19 PM Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-
whipple@du.edu> wrote: 




I have not heard from you; therefore, I am checking to ensure that you will participate in the 
study. Please contact me at your earliest convenience. If you provide your phone number, 




From: Michelle Norberto Whipple 
Sent: Thursday, December 12, 2019, 5:58 AM 
To: Kate Mcs <kmcswaro89@gmail.com> 
Subject: Research Study Interview Date and Time 
  
Good Morning Mrs. McSwain, 
Yesterday, I received your signed consent form and would like to schedule a convenient 
date and time to speak with you after 3:00 pm. The interview will be by telephone and 
should take no longer than 40 minutes. Please provide two possible dates. I look forward 
to speaking with you. 
Michelle Whipple 
 
Participating Parent’s Email 
From: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Sent: Monday, December 16, 2019, 8:23 PM 
To: Cynthia Osman <cinos79@gmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Gifted Research Study Parent Participation 
  
If it is okay, I’ll call you tomorrow at 5:00 pm. I’ll text you first to make sure you’re 
available. I am looking forward to speaking with you. 
Michelle Whipple 
 
From: Cynthia Osman <cinos79@gmail.com> 
Sent: Monday, December 16, 2019 8:11 PM 
To: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Subject: Re: Gifted Research Study Parent Participation 
  
I will send the consent form tomorrow. After 5 will work for me. Let me when you will be 
calling so I will answer the phone. 352-598-8896. 
Thanks! 
Sent from my iPhone 
 




Thank you, Mrs. Osman, I am so excited you decided to participate in my study. Before I 
can interview you, I need your signature on the consent form. Please print and sign the 
attached form. What is your availability this week? After 5:00 pm would be better for me, 
but if that time is inconvenient, we can arrange an earlier time. Please provide your phone 




From: Cynthia Osman <cinos79@gmail.com> 
Sent: Monday, December 16, 2019, 4:04 PM 
To: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Subject: Re: Gifted Research Study Parent Participation 
  





Appendix P: Community Partner Correspondence  
From: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Tuesday, December 17, 2019 4:12 PM 
To: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Cc: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner Consent Signature 
  
On second thought…since Mr. McGowan approved you to conduct the study in MCPS, should he 




From: Michelle Norberto Whipple <Michelle.Norberto-whipple@du.edu> 
Sent: Monday, December 16, 2019 5:44 PM 
To: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: Community Partner Consent Signature 
  
Good Evening Mrs. Callaway,  
  
I hope this email finds you well. From the point in which the District approved my study, 
I have been able to meet with Mrs. Blinn several times; although, I have not been able 
to formally thank you for allowing me to conduct my study at South Ocala Elementary 
School. As principal, I know your time is valuable and certainly would understand if you 
were unable to meet with me.  
   
I have attached another copy of the community partner consent letter for your 
signature. If you could sign and return it in interoffice mail to Michelle Whipple, 
Hammett Bowen Elementary, I would greatly appreciate it. In this way, I will not take a 
chance of missing you when I visit as I have done so on several other occasions.  
 










Sent: Friday, November 22, 2019 7:03 AM 
To: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  






From: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Thursday, November 21, 2019 4:56 PM 
To: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Cc: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  




From: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Thursday, November 21, 2019 3:19 PM 
To: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  
Good Afternoon Ms. Callaway,  
  
It has been a little bit of an undertaking, but I finally have university and district 
approval. (See attached letters) I know everyone is preparing for Thanksgiving break, but 
would it be possible to meet with you on the afternoon of Friday, November 22nd, to 
discuss my research study? If not Friday, may we meet after 3:00 pm Monday, December 
2nd? 
  








From: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Thursday, September 5, 2019 8:36 AM 
To: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Cc: McGowan, Jonathan - School Counseling and Assessment 
<Jonathan.McGowan@marion.k12.fl.us>; Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  
You will work directly with Mr. McGowan for district approval.  
  
From: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Thursday, September 5, 2019 7:11 AM 
To: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Cc: McGowan, Jonathan - School Counseling and Assessment 
<Jonathan.McGowan@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  
Good Morning Ms. Callaway,  
  
Thank you for responding to my email. The meeting I would like to have with you to 
discuss the project details and responsibilities is the University’s requirement to begin the 
approval process. Prior to submitting my research project to their Internal Review Board 
(IRB), I need to have a setting, community partner, for my project. During the meeting, I 
will present the details of the project, Building Community in the Classroom, my 
responsibilities with the participating teacher, and a letter describing our conversation. If 
you agree for the setting of the project to be a classroom at South Ocala Elementary 
School, you will sign the letter describing our conversation. I will include the signed 
letter with my research proposal and submit everything to the University’s IRB. 
  
Once the University’s IRB approves my proposal, I will receive a tentative agreement 
letter. With that letter in hand, I am permitted to complete the District’s application to 
conduct research. It is at that time I will seek Mr. McGowan’s approval. Ms. Callaway, 
please feel free to contact me, 305-498-4941, if you have additional questions. I look 









From: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Friday, August 30, 2019 3:38 PM 
To: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Cc: McGowan, Jonathan - School Counseling and Assessment 
<Jonathan.McGowan@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: RE: Community Partner for Research Study 
  
Have you received district approval from Jonathan McGowan?  
  
From: Norberto-Whipple, Michelle - Hammett Bowen Elementary School <Michelle.Norberto-
Whipple@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Sent: Friday, August 30, 2019 2:39 PM 
To: Callaway, Stephanie - South Ocala Elementary School 
<Stephanie.Callaway@marion.k12.fl.us> 
Subject: Community Partner for Research Study 
  
Good Afternoon Ms. Callaway,  
  
I am a doctoral student in the Ed. D Curriculum and Instruction program at the 
University of Denver. I am contacting you to ask for your consent to participate in my 
research study entitled Building Community in the Classroom. This research has the 
potential to help the field of education understand teachers’ perceptions of building a 
collaborative classroom environment for gifted and culturally linguistically economically 
diverse learners and assist in planning professional learning opportunities based on those 
perceptions. 
Ms. Callaway, if you are available to meet after school, one day next week, I can 
explain the specific details of the study and the teacher’s involvement as a participant. 
Please feel free to contact me at (305) 498-4941 or my email 
address: norbertomichelle@gmail.com. I look forward to hearing from you. 
  
  
Michelle Whipple 
 
